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There are several burial chambers in the Late Antique cemetery of the Roman town 
of Sopianae in Pannonia province (modern Hungary) decorated with wall paintings 
resembling Roman catacomb art. These underground chambers from the second 
half of the fourth century contain both specifically Christian images as well as gen-
eral motifs in Roman funerary art. Via the iconographic analysis of the decorations 
in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber and the Burial Chamber with the Jar, the 
identity of the commissioners can be assumed. The various iconographic elements 
and the compositions as a whole were used in the different levels of contempora-
neous communication, which will be interpreted through the concept of ‘language 
games’ according to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s epistemology. Six hypotheses explaining 
the repertoire of biblical scenes in early Christian artefacts are investigated and 
evaluated. The question of the presence of martyr relics (especially that of the 
Sancti Quattro Coronati) in this cemetery is considered and relevant hypotheses 
evaluated. The iconographic parallels of the key motifs in the SS Peter and Paul Bur-
ial Chamber, such as the Christogram and the images of Peter and Paul, are pre-
sented and compared to examples in art from Rome and the Balkans and inter-
preted as showing ‘family resemblances’ also in the Wittgensteinian sense. The 
identification of an ambiguous wall painting in the same chamber is attempted by 
proposing a hypothesis of an intentionally ambiguous image combining the Three 
Youths in the Fiery Furnace and the Adoration of the Magi in a single picture. The 
religious identification of the Burial Chamber with the Jar is studied by questioning 
the validity of the concept of ‘neutrality’ in Late Antique art. Late Antiquity is inter-
preted in the framework of mutually enriching interactions between different reli-
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The pictures located on the walls  
are eloquent by their silence  
and offer significant testimony.  
(Gregory of Nyssa) 
 
 
The start of this thesis’ writing was marked by a trip to Rome in early 2011. At the 
time, the theme of the present work had not yet been exactly specified, what was 
only sure was that it would be on early Christian iconography. That visit gave the 
opportunity to visit numerous early Christian monuments in Rome from the cata-
combs through several churches to many museums. At these visits, I was accompa-
nied by scholars and other experts of early Christian artefacts who provided profes-
sional introduction to these Roman sites and artefacts. Studying the wall paintings, 
mosaics and sarcophagi throughout Rome evoked the memories of the familiar 
early Christian monuments of Pécs as being similar to those in Rome regarding their 
form and content. During this stay, it also became evident that the cemetery of the 
ancient town of Sopianae is less known to the wider public and there would be de-
mand for its better recognition. 
Hence, the motivation of the present thesis is twofold. Firstly, it will study 
the early Christian wall paintings from Sopianae, for which the author has a predi-
lection. Secondly, the latest trends in Late Antique studies will be applied in the 
iconographic interpretations when approaching the Sopianae artefacts. The desig-
nated goal is to reveal some new shades on the palette of Late Antique studies. Its 
aim is to enrich the general image of early Christian artefacts and iconography with 
some details from the Late Antique cemetery of Sopianae and to expand the latter’s 
interpretation. The approach of the present study will take into consideration the 
complexity of religious identities and institutions, the mutually inspiring interactions 
between different religious groups and the transition from a non-Christian to a pre-
dominantly Christian society (both on macro and micro levels) in Late Antiquity. 
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The aim of the first four chapters is to provide a foundation in methodology 
and approach. Therefore, in Chapter 1, the research history of the Sopianae ceme-
tery will be presented and the concepts of ‘language games’ and ‘lived religion’ in-
troduced, which will play key roles in the later interpretations. Chapter 2 will pro-
vide some preliminary remarks on early Christian artefacts from the third and 
fourth centuries, which are to be employed in the later considerations.  
In Chapter 3, six hypotheses will be presented and then evaluated. They are 
typically used to give an explanation for the special repertoire of images on early 
Christian artefacts. Chapter 4 is to offer a brief introduction to the history of Panno-
nia and Sopianae, thus showing the special characters in Pannonian identity and 
bringing to light the development of Christian communities in the fourth century. 
The other six chapters will deal with questions concerning the decorated 
burial chambers of the Sopianae cemetery. Chapter 5 is on the question of the 
presence of martyr relics in the cemetery. Before analysing and evaluating the exist-
ing hypotheses, two main elements of the fourth-century martyr cult will be stud-
ied: the buildings commemorating them and the translation of the relics. 
The next two chapters analyze two principal elements in the decoration of 
the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber, which reveal a great deal about the identities 
of the people in Sopianae. Chapter 6 studies the iconography of the apostles Peter 
and Paul, while Chapter 7 will show the significance of the Christogram on early 
Christian artefacts and particularly in the Sopianae cemetery.  
The next two chapters will examine two open questions concerning the 
decoration on the side walls of the same burial chamber. In Chapter 8, a hypothesis 
will be proposed to solve the dilemma of the identification of an ambiguous image. 
Chapter 9 considers the possible identities for a perished image also in the SS Peter 
and Paul Burial Chamber.  
Chapter 10 is going to present another burial chamber of the Sopianae 
cemetery, the Burial Chamber with the Jar, which lacks any direct Christian refer-
ence. To gain a better understanding of such an iconographic program and to con-
sider its religious identification, some remarks will be made on the concept of the 
so-called ‘neutral’ elements in early Christian artefacts. The final chapter, No. 11 will 
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reflect on the difficulties in studying the Roman monuments of Pannonia and sug-
gest some directions that proffer further perspectives in the research of the area. 
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1.  Research History and Methodology 
The thesis begins with an overview of relevant research history and the present 
study’s methodology. The research history will examine studies devoted to the bet-
ter understanding of early Christian cemeteries in Sopianae. The second half of the 
chapter is divided into two further subchapters. The first one discusses Wittgen-
stein’s ‘language games’ theory with the attempt to elicit useful techniques for the 
present study. The second subchapter maps out alternative approaches to the study 
of Late Antiquity and outlines their utilization in the ensuing analysis.  
1.1. Research History of Sopianae 
The research history of the early Christian monuments in Sopianae1 started with the 
discovery of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber (No. I)2 in 1782.3 (Figure 7) During 
the demolition of a medieval building, this burial chamber and thirteen other late 
Roman graves were discovered. These findings were first studied and published by 
Canon József Koller.4 Giovanni Battista de Rossi (1822-1894) dedicated three pages 
and two tables to the SS Peter and Paul Chamber.5 He dated the building to the 
fourth century arguing that an obviously Christian structure above the surface must 
have been built only after the Constantinian era. 
                                                          
1
 A thorough review of the research history of the late Antique cemetery in Sopianae is available in 
2
 The numbering of the funerary buildings in Sopianae started with the SS Peter and Paul Burial 
Chamber, which therefore has also been called Burial Chamber No I. (O. Gábor, ’A Pécsi késő antik 
temető épületeinek számozása’ [The Numbering of the Buildings in the Late Antique cemetery of 
Pécs] (2007).) 
3
 The exact date of the discovery was debated for a long while. The correct date was determined by 
Ede Petrovich (’A pécsi káptalani levéltár épületének története. Die Geschichte des gebäudes des 
Domkapitelarchivs in Pécs – Fünfkirchen’ (1963).) The original documents from the archive were 
published by László Boros (A pécsi székesegyház a 18. században [The Cathedral of Pécs in the Eight-
eenth Century] (1985), 61-2). István Lengvári listed the scholars who took the incorrect dating to 
1780 from József Koller. (’Sopianae, a római Pécs kutatásának története’ [Research History of Sopia-
nae, Roman Pécs] (1999), 155, note 4). 
4
 J. Koller (Josephus Koller), ‘Prolegomena’, in Historiam Episcopatus Quinqueecclesiarum (1804), 33. 
5
 G. B. de Rossi, ’Fünfkirchen in Ungheria’ (1874). 
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In the 1870s, Imre Henszlmann (1813-1888), an art historian and archaeolo-
gist, made comparisons between the early Christian burial chambers in Sopianae 
and the catacombs in Rome.6 In these, he mainly relied on De Rossi’s studies on 
early Christian archaeology, and on this basis, aimed to identify the images in Sopi-
anae. In the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber, Henszlmann could still detect the 
third scene in the Jonah panel, in which a figure (according to Henszlmann a female) 
is lying under a pergola.7 He also suggested that the three Oriental figures on the 
opposite side should be identified as the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace. (The 
identification of these three figures will be discussed in details later in Chapter 8.) 
And he identified the four men in the medallions on the vault as the people buried 
there. (Figure 16) (This question will return in Chapter 5.4.1.) It was Henszlmann 
who reported on the first attempts at restoring the wall paintings in the SS Peter 
and Paul Chamber which took place in 1864.8 (Figure 8) 
The research of the early Christian monuments in Sopianae gained new in-
tensity at the beginning of the twentieth century. Ottó Szőnyi (1876-1937), an offi-
cial of the Hungarian national heritage office (Magyar Műemlékek Országos 
Bizottsága) led two excavations in Pécs in 1913 and 1922, during which five new 
funerary monuments were found (Burial Chambers Nos. III-VI, Cella Trichora) and 
four of them were excavated (No. V was not).9 He defined the area of the Late An-
tique cemetery and placed its early Christian part around the Burial Chambers I and 
V. His inexact vocabulary on the closeness of the Burial Chambers I, II and IV caused 
widespread confusion whereby these buildings in Sopianae were catacombs.10  
Ejnar Dyggve (1887-1961), a Danish scholar studied the history of the Sopia-
nae cemetery primarily from an architectural perspective. He analysed the close 
relationship in architectural type between the mausolea in Sopianae and in Salona 
(Dalmatia).11 Relying on Henszlmann’s works, he made a reconstruction of the SS 
                                                          
6
 I. Henszlmann, Pécsnek régiségei [Antiquities of Pécs] (1873); id., Die altcristliche Grabkammer in 
Fünfkirchen (1873). 
7
 In more details: G. Heidl, ’Jónás a repkény alatt’ [Jonah under the Gourd Vine] (2005), 183-99. 
8
 I. Henszlmann, ‘A pécsi sírkamra „cubiculum“’ [The burial chamber cubiculum in Pécs] (1876), 38-9. 
9
 O. Szőnyi, Ásatások a pécsi székesegyház környékén 1922-ben – Grabungen in der Umgebung der 
Pécser (Fünfkirchen) Domkirche im Jahre 1922 (1927). 
10
 G. Gosztonyi, A pécsi ókeresztény temető [The Early Christian Cemetery in Pécs] (1943), 20. 
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Peter and Paul Burial Chamber. In this way, he demonstrated that it had a two-
storied structure, that is, a memorial chapel was built above the underground cubi-
culum.12 (Figure 6) 
In the 1930s, Gyula Gosztonyi (1904-1962), an architect of the Diocese of 
Pécs, summarized the manifold results of the excavations of the last half century 
and also added some more resulting from his own successful activity.13 His 1943 
monograph analyzed the remains of the cemetery mainly from an architectural 
point of view.14 In it, the layout and wall structure of the burial chambers were pub-
lished and compared to the arrangements of other buildings from around the Ro-
man Empire. 
The first specifically iconographic study of the burial chambers was written 
by Zoltán Kádár (1915-2003), a historian and art historian, in 1939.15 Although many 
of his interpretations have been corrected by the results of restorations or sur-
passed by more recent academic approaches in the area since then,16 his studies 
remain significant and are still inspiring up to this day.17 
After the Second World War, Friedrich Gerke (1900-1966), a German scholar 
of Christian archaeology, who had held a visiting professorship at the Eötvös Loránd 
University in Budapest in 1941/42,18 published two articles on the wall paintings in 
Sopianae, one on the Burial Chamber with the Jar19 and another one on the SS Peter 
and Paul Burial Chamber20. 
Ferenc Fülep (1919-1986), a classical archaeologist and museologist, led sev-
eral excavations in Pécs between the end of the 1950s and late 1980s. He published 
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Kádár and the Iconography of Early Christian Images of the Pannonian Provinces] (2014). 
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19
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the rich findings of these excavations in several articles21 and later, composed a 
monograph on the history of the Roman town and its cemetery in 1984.22 
After the sporadic excavations in the 1980s and early 1990s, at the turn of 
the millennium, a new wave of archaeological search started in the supposed area 
of the Sopianae cemetery. This period is hallmarked by the works and publications 
of Endre Tóth23, Zsuzsa Katona-Győr24, Gábor Kárpáti25, Zsolt Visy26 and Olivér 
Gábor27. In these years, Burial Chambers No. V and Nos. XIX-XXIV were excavated. 
The early Christian funerary monuments of Sopianae have been listed as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site since 2000.28 The new Cella Septichora Visitor Centre opened in 
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2007. These institutions guarantee the conservation and exhibition of these unique 
monuments. (Figure 49 and Figure 50) 
In the first decade of the twenty-first century, a special iconographic interest 
also arouse in the painted burial chambers in Sopianae. A systematic description 
and analysis was done by Krisztina Hudák, whose research has proved to be one of 
the most significant since then.29 In her book, A Fine and Private Place,30 the whole 
Sopianae cemetery is studied from various perspectives including archaeological, 
historical, art historical as well as iconographic aspects. Some of the iconographic 
questions have also been approached by György Heidl.31 Placing the images in the 
context of early Christian ecclesiastical life and spirituality, he interpreted them in a 
broader perspective of patristic literature and iconography. 
In 2012, an international conference was held in Pécs to study the early 
Christian monuments in Sopianae in situ with interdisciplinary cooperation and in a 
broader context of time and space.32 The volume of the conference is the most re-
cent publication on the topic which contains archaeological, epigraphic and icono-
graphic approaches.33 The publication of the papers will enhance the recognition of 
the Sopianae cemetery by reaching a wider audience. 
1.2. Wittgenstein’s ‘Language Games’: a Framework of In-
terpretation 
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As the proposal of this thesis is to examine the dialogue between different con-
structions of reality and their synthesis and transformation by means of an interac-
tive model, the philosophical background, which the argument will be based on, is 
the epistemology of the late Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951). It is hallmarked by 
the concepts of ‘language game’ and ‘family resemblances’. Wittgenstein articu-
lated his theory in his Philosophical Investigations (PI).34 In this section, a modest 
part of his wide-ranging philosophical thoughts will be presented in brief.35 
1.2.1. ‘Language Games’ 
Part I of the Investigations considers largely the difficulties of language and mean-
ing. According to Wittgenstein, for a large class of cases—though not for all—in 
which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word 
is its use in the language (PI 43). He uses the simile of a tool-box to enlighten the 
function of words.  
Think of the tools in a tool-box: there is a hammer, pliers, a saw, a screw-
driver, a rule, a glue-pot, glue, nails and screws. — The functions of words 
are as diverse as the functions of these objects. (PI 11)  
The meaning and the use of a word do not exclude each other; on the contrary, 
they mutually presuppose each other. Words are instruments of language which 
can have varying uses, according to the purposes for which language may be used. 
According to P. F. Strawson: ‘in doing philosophy, it can’t be that you are ignorant of 
the meaning: what you want to know is the use.’36 
Wittgenstein explains as follows: 
We can also think of the whole process of using words in as one of those 
games by means of which children learn their native language. I will call 
these games ‘language-games’ [Sprachspiel] and will sometimes speak of a 
primitive language as a language-game. And the processes of naming the 
stones and of repeating words after someone might also be called language-
games. (PI 7) 
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By ‘language-game’, Wittgenstein means: signs (e.g. sounds, ink marks, ges-
tures), human activities (for example, greeting, calling, asking) and circumstances 
(e.g. meeting a friend in a crowd of people or waiting for a letter to come in the 
mail), in which these signs are used (as in Wittgenstein’s analogy, what are normally 
called ‘tools’, such as a hammer or a ruler).37 Wittgenstein claims that truth is made 
in the context of a ‘language game’ with its underlying and implicit rules of what 
moves could be validly made and what could not. Objectivity is the product of 
agreement reached within what such implicit rules allow and do not allow. 
Wittgenstein also examines the connection between words and pictures. He 
writes: one often chooses between words as between similar but not identical pic-
tures; because pictures are often used instead of words, or to illustrate words. (PI 
139 (a)) In paragraphs 139-141, he speaks about picture and its application. His 
point of view is that the application of a picture is not determined by the single pic-
ture itself, but rather by the use of pictures generally. And he poses the question 
concerning a potential clash between picture and application. Well, he says, they 
can clash in so far as the picture makes us expect a different use; because people in 
general apply this picture like this. (PI 142) 
The aim of this study on the burial chambers in Sopianae is to consider the 
structure of the decoration of the burial vaults and to reconstruct its meanings and 
significance matrix from an iconographic point of view. Due to the shortage of con-
crete literary sources of Sopianae, the study will mainly build on the iconography of 
similar funerary contexts among early Christian artefacts. It was not coincidental at 
all where and how the decorations were composed and images applied. The icono-
graphic programme of funerary monuments could be regarded a special language 
game within which these images were used for their functions.  
However, P. Fayerabend’s remark should be kept in mind. He writes: 
The description of the meanings of the elements of a language-game is not 
exhausted by pointing to the way in which we use those elements and the 
connection of this use with our actions and other people’s. For in uttering 
the words and the sentences we mean something by them, we want to ex-
press our thoughts, our wishes, etc. (cf. 501). It is our meaning it that gives 
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sense to the sentence ... And ‘meaning it’ is something in the sphere of the 
mind. (358)38 
The development of new meanings is enabled by participation in social discourses 
within various ‘forms of life’. 
1.2.2. ‘Family Resemblances’ 
Besides the term of ‘language game’, Wittgenstein introduces the concept of ‘family 
resemblances’ in this part of his work: I can think of no better expression to charac-
terize these similarities than ‘family resemblances’. (PI 67) He claims that when we 
try to find a commonality in everything that we call by some particular words, we 
discover that there is no essential commonality, but a ‘family’ of commonalities, 
shared by some, not by all.  
Wittgenstein had already used this term in his former, so called Blue Book. 
There he wrote:  
We are inclined to think that there must be something in common to all 
games, say, and that this common property is the justification for applying 
the general term ‘game’ to the various games; whereas games form a family 
the members of which have family likenesses. Some of them have the same 
nose, others the same eyebrows and others again the same way of walking; 
and these likenesses overlap. The idea of a general concept being a common 
property of its particular instances connects up with other primitive, too sim-
ple, ideas of the structure of language. (The Blue Book, p. 17)39 
Note that Wittgenstein’s own English expression was ‘family likenesses’ here in his 
Blue Book rather than Anscombe’s translation of ‘family resemblances’, which has 
been used widely. 
Haig Khatchadourian, who explained Wittgenstein’s thoughts, asserts that 
there is no quality or set of qualities which would be common to things called by a 
common name (when the name is used in the same ‘sense’). Instead of such a 
common quality or set of these, complex patterns of resemblance reveal them-
selves in different cases.40 This is illustrated, for instance, by what we call ‘games’:  
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If you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but 
similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that [...] Look for ex-
ample at board-games, with their multifarious relationships. Now pass to 
card-games; here you find many correspondences with the first group, but 
many common features drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to 
ball games, much that is common is retained, but much is lost. (PI 66) 
Instead of finding characteristics common to all games, we see a complicated 
network of similarities overlapping and crisscrossing: sometimes over-all similarities, 
sometimes similarities of detail (PI 66). These similarities Wittgenstein calls ‘family 
resemblances’ because the various resemblances between members of a family: 
build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in 
the same way (PI 67). 
This means that general terms are identifiable in terms of ‘family resem-
blances’, terms in natural languages are not exhaustively definable, and such lan-
guages have conceptual organisations that are sufficiently elastic to enable new 
particulars allowing for inclusion in a known scheme. The conceptual structure con-
stituting agreement in a particular ‘form of life’ of one group is capable of absorbing 
the conceptual structure of another, and vice versa in a process of mutual transfor-
mation. 
Images operate through a non-verbal logic, some of which are conceptually 
fundamental to agreement in a ‘language game’ and others may be used in agree-
ment or disagreement in opinion. It is inevitable that agreement and disagreement 
will take place between individuals. But a disagreement is only possible between 
individuals who have achieved a prior agreement, an ‘agreement in a form of life’. 
When the discussion is between individuals about artefacts, it is also dependent on 
a prior agreement in which the participants share or are in the process of coming to 
sharing in an iconographic ‘language game’. This particular non-verbal ‘language 
game’ can be detected via a ‘family resemblance’ between concepts, in which the 
conceptual identities of the game’s participants are constituted. 
This train of Wittgenstein’s thought will be used in the present argument. 
The similarities between the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae and the 
catacomb paintings in Rome will be analysed. According to this empiric examina-
tion, the exact same decoration as in Sopianae cannot be found elsewhere, but a 
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great number of similarities can be demonstrated. The correspondences can be 
interpreted on the ground of a hypothetical ‘family resemblance’ of the images in a 
Christian funerary context. 
Another thought of H. Khatchadourian about the gradation of ‘family re-
semblance’ will be applied, too. He writes: 
But how determinate should a characteristic shared by all members of a 
“family” be in order that it may be said to be “something in common” to all 
the members? For determinateness is a matter of degrees, and is relative: 
what is a determinate characteristic relatively to a given characteristic may 
be a determinable relatively to another characteristic.41 
It means that there is an analogy among the cubicula based on the number of the 
images that occur in a particular cubiculum. This will be demonstrated in a chart 
including the different occurrences of the images. This analogy is manifested in the 
different grades of similarities.  
Wittgenstein’s ‘family resemblance’ theory will also be applied when evalu-
ating the Christian or non-Christian identity of an archaeological finding. There are 
cases (for example, the Burial Chamber with the Jar in Chapter 10) where religious 
classification is debated because of the lack of any Christian symbol. In the terms of 
‘Christian grave’ or ‘the grave of a Christian’ the concept of ‘Christian’ will be re-
garded as a ‘common name’, and the elements of Christian identity are connected 
in a ‘family resemblance’ in the Wittgensteinian sense. 
All the above can lead on to the consideration of the use of such adjectives 
as ‘Christian’, ‘pagan’ or ‘neutral’ in general, in Late Antique art. Is that what is not 
Christian necessarily ‘pagan’? Or can it be ‘neutral’? Is it really ne utrum, neither of 
them? Or is it Christian in another way? Is it possible to state this about a grave in 
the same sense before and after Constantine? These are some of the questions 
which could be approached with the help of Wittgenstein’s theory of ‘common 
names’ and ‘family likenesses’. 
1.3.  New Perspectives in Late Antiquity Research 
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The aim of this study is to add new perspectives to the current state of research. 
New directions have been unfolding in current literature studying Late Antique his-
tory, society, religion and art placing different emphases than previously on the 
phenomena of the era.42 
The new main approaches are concerned with: 
 the complexity of religious identities and institutions; 
 mutually inspiring interactions between different religious groups; 
 transition from a non-Christian to a predominantly Christian society (both on 
macro and micro levels). 
1.3.1. The complexity of religious identities and institutions 
When the objective is to study ancient images, it is less than logical to neglect the 
social, cultural, intellectual and religious contexts in which those images were pro-
duced and existed. Although these contexts may be quite different from the one in 
which images are viewed today, their interpretation must regard their original mi-
lieu, or otherwise, it will misunderstand their raison d’être.43 Therefore, the real 
question should not be how a twenty-first-century viewer understands a Late An-
tique image. Rather it should be approached reversed in time: How close can we get 
to the creator’s and the contemporaneous viewers’ understanding? Even if Late 
Antique artefacts survive fragmentarily in many cases, yet, they should be inter-
preted on the basis of the milieu and circumstances of their creation with reason-
able probability on the possible highest level.44 And if the subject of the study has 
religious characteristics, this is true for the religious milieu in increased measure. 
From the vast number of definitions of religion, R. Orsi’s definition seems 
the most suitable for the present argument, as it lays great emphasis on the visual 
characteristics of religion. He writes: 
Religion is the practice of making the invisible visible, of concretizing the or-
der of the universe, the nature of human life and its destiny, and the various 
dimensions and possibilities of human interiority itself, as these are under-
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stood in various cultures at different times, in order to render them visible 
and tangible, present to the senses in the circumstances of everyday life.45 
There is a tendency in current religious studies to focus primarily on the in-
dividual, on their experiences and concrete practices that make up their personal 
religious experience and expression, instead of looking at affiliation or organiza-
tional participation. This attitude regards religion as ‘an ever-changing, multifac-
eted, often messy – even contradictory – amalgam of beliefs and practices.’46 It 
does not necessarily overlap with the institutional religion which was attributed 
with foremost academic prominence. The individual’s own account is not simply a 
subchapter in the grand narrative of some ‘official’ religion. 
The modern Western concepts of religion and religious commitment devel-
oped after and under the influence of religious polemics and apologetics in Europe 
after the reformation. Thus, the concept of religion in our culture has been contain-
ing of mutually exclusive, not to say antagonistic, categories in a normative way. 
This kind of concept fails to describe adequately the individual’s engagement to 
their religion in their everyday life.47 That is why the concepts by which the individ-
ual’s religion is described shall comprehend it as ‘religion-as-practised’ or ‘lived re-
ligion’, as it is worded by M. McGuire,48 in all its complexity and dynamism.  
This approach of ‘lived religion’ which pertains to the individual is not merely 
subjective. Individual religion is fundamentally social. People construct their reli-
gious worlds together; it is practised, experienced, and expressed as an intersubjec-
tive reality. The focus throughout this study will be on early Christian’s artefacts, 
their iconological interpretation and the different shades of identity which they rep-
resent. Therefore, the concept of ‘lived religion’ will be apt for the present analysis 
as it grants a creative place for the artefacts in the intersubjective religious experi-
ence and expression. 
The individual’s religious practices might be formed by various cultural 
sources, of which a particular religion may be just one – even if an important one, a 
master or core identity. These resources may influence the individual’s personal 
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identity, so that the individual constructs a personal identity amalgam from often 
diverse cultural resources, which may blend different elements and may include 
some sense of connection with different traditions. If the individual’s religion is con-
sidered to be a ‘lived’ one, it means that some elements of one’s religious identity 
dynamically come into foreground in one social context and are less emphasized in 
others. ‘In the very process of living and experiencing their religious identities, indi-
viduals creatively adapt and change, expressing their lived religion differently in 
changing life-stages, relationships and cultural settings.’49 
 Consequently, the individual’s religion cannot be encompassed by their 
membership in a single religious organization. It was also true of a Late Antique per-
son since this era was the heyday of religious pluralism. As J. Elsner asserts: 
The Roman Empire in the second and early third centuries was a large, multi-
cultural, and pluralist domain characterized by an extraordinary number of 
religions – some very local and some international – most of which were tol-
erated for most of the time.50  
In such a society, nobody was equated with their religious affiliation in an 
exclusive way. Scholars of religion use many categories to reflect accurately how 
people throughout history have identified themselves and organized their religious 
communities. But one must be aware that a social category can easily become an 
‘interpretive’ or ‘heuristic’ category, whose main advantage is that as a scholarly 
tool it helps modern people’s understanding when making comparisons. It high-
lights certain aspects of identity without having to explain it in full. The religious 
categories which were used in religious studies did not only identify truly existing 
traditions, but also functioned ‘interpretively, including data that scholars assign to 
it apart from the self-understanding of religious people.’51 
The two most important religious categories which will also appear in the 
present thesis are ‘pagan’ and ‘Christian’. Some scholars have argued that the term 
‘pagan’ is inappropriately used as designation for those cults and religious practices 
of the Greco-Roman world, which were affiliated to neither Christian nor Jewish 
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tradition.52 This term is interpretative indeed. On the one hand, it has been derived 
from Christian apologetics to label a religious culture whose study is affected by 
Christian stereotypes.53 On the other, it makes the impression that ‘paganism’ was a 
unitary entity. On the contrary, ‘paganism’ never existed as a religion as A.H.M. 
Jones correctly asserted already in the 1960s. ‘Paganism was not so much a religion 
as a loosely-knit amalgam of cults, myths and philosophical beliefs of varying origins 
and even more varying levels of culture’.54 
The Latin word for pagan is paganus, which can mean both a rural dweller 
and a civilian. Both meanings can explain the origin of the new, religious sense. On 
the one hand, Christianity was chiefly an urban religion and because of its slower 
progress in rural areas, non-Christians were in the majority in the countryside. On 
the other hand, since Christians identified themselves as Christ’s soldiers, it is prob-
able that they defined non-Christians in an inferior sense as ‘non-combatants’ or 
‘civilians’.55 Such people were outsiders; they were not fully enrolled members of 
the empire of God.56 However, according to P. Brown, ‘“pagan” was not necessarily 
a hate word. It was often used in a relatively neutral manner as a convenient, idio-
matic term for non-Christians.’57 
The word ’pagan’ began to circulate widely only in the 370s. It was a word 
used in a religious sense only by Latin Christians. Therefore, the word ‘pagan’ (in 
this religious sense) can be used only in Christian discussions, i.e. related to Christi-
anity.58 
The main alternative that has been proposed is ‘polytheist’, which would 
eliminate the concerns mentioned above. However, arguments can be made against 
the suitability of this term. It has also strong interpretative-heuristic rather than 
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social-descriptive character. Therefore, the term ‘non-Christian’ will be typically 
used in this thesis. 
The other category which will be widespread in the present study is Chris-
tian. Its application seems less problematic than that of the terms ‘pagan’ and ‘pa-
ganism’, however, some preliminary notes on it are also in order. Notwithstanding 
any reductionist interpretation, it should be stressed that there was no single and 
unitary Christianity in Late Antiquity. The fractious history of the first centuries of 
Christianity demonstrates that only in lengthy theological disputes and amid nu-
merous controversies were formed what became the most cherished doctrines and 
dogmas of Christians.59 The boundaries of Christian identity were not carved in 
stone and this flexibility showed a broad diversity in time and space.60 There were 
Eastern, Western, Roman, Syrian, Egyptian, Nicaean, Arian, Pelagian, Donatist, Nes-
torian, Manichaean and other trends in early Christianity.61 These are some of the 
many shades of identity which existed simultaneously and of which some will ap-
pear on these pages. 
1.3.2. Mutually inspiring interactions 
Traditionally, the fourth century, the time after the Constantinian turn was pre-
sented as a period which was dominated largely by the conflict or even clash be-
tween Christianity and paganism. However, this interpretation has been replaced by 
a more inclusive and less conflict-focused attitude in the study of the period.62 This 
type of interpretation aims to provide a general interpretative framework of how a 
collective and slowly evolving discourse in Late Antiquity shaped the various kinds 
of consciousness. 
Thus, it would be incorrect and reductionist to claim that in the late Roman 
Empire, the relationships between Jews, Christians and non-Christians (‘pagans’) 
can be exclusively described by conflicts. Though violent collisions did occur, there 
is significant evidence that a complex, more or less peaceful coexistence was the 
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rule rather than the exception for most of the time.63 Similarly to the supposition of 
constant conflicts, the concept of ’isolation’ is also less than suitable to characterize 
the connection between the groups under discussion. 
This complex coexistence follows from the fact of the very proximity in 
which Christians and non-Christians lived as neighbours within the same cities, as 
members of the same society. Even the brutality of persecutions at the beginning of 
the fourth century can be explained by the shared existence in Roman society. P. 
Brown provides a plausible description of the situation from a non-Christian point of 
view: 
They [the Christians] were ordinary townsfolk like themselves, who, for no 
apparent reason, held back from the universal practice of worshipping the 
gods. [...] Here were people like themselves. Many, in fact, were their 
grandparents and great grandparents.64 
Fourth-century Christians and non-Christians shared not only the dark 
memories of the persecutions, but also shared family memories, stories and leg-
ends, customs and traditions. They visited the same ancestral tombs, similarly par-
ticipated in village pilgrimages to ancient sacred sites, and equally admired the 
monumental facades of their great cities. At no juncture did they become so ‘Chris-
tian’ that they would have left their entire past behind.65 
The model of mutual interactions has significant entailments. None of these 
Late Antique religious identities is independent of the others. The pervasive and 
creative force of ‘Hellenism’ becomes apparent through the commonalities be-
tween ‘polytheist’, Jewish and Christian traditions. The formative basis and con-
tinuous intrinsic symbiosis of ‘Hellenism’ can be identified in the historically real and 
observable forms of everyday life, culture and art.  
Identities in any religious group or cult are created in a dynamic dialogue as 
a complex fusion of rejections of particular forms that are favoured by other people 
and the acceptance of other elements and motifs. J. Elsner’s phrase, ‘cross-cultic 
referentialism’ can signify the phenomenon whereby Jewish, Christian, ‘polytheist’ 
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as well as inter-cult syncretistic materials and themes occurred widely in Late An-
tique religious contexts.66 
Their shared life and the ‘cross-cultic referentialism’ is particularly manifest 
in the area of art and iconography, where a positive interaction between Christian 
iconography and its non-Christian environment and past is palpable. While the crea-
tion of visual vocabulary to represent the distinct Christian doctrine was still in pro-
gress, it seems to have been necessary and also logical that such models of imagery 
were used unintentionally as were available and familiar to the artisans. As the ear-
liest Christians were an integral part of the late Roman society, their artistic lan-
guage naturally adapted that of the surrounding culture, either from a Jewish, or a 
‘polytheist’ origin. The Christian message was conveyed through the existing and 
available media.67  
Hence, the reconstruction of ‘the earliest Christian art’ as an expurgation of 
‘pagan’ symbolism to allow a full Christian meaning to advance, provides too nar-
row a frame for interpretation and seems to be less than adequate. It would be a 
more expedient model to present an iconographic context of the dialogic process, 
which demonstrates ‘Hellenism’ both as transforming and being transformed by 
early Christianity. 
That is why the religious identification of a piece of art is quite complicated 
in some cases. (For example, the wall paintings of the Via Latina catacombs in 
Rome68 or the Burial Chamber with the Jar in Sopianae, whose decoration will be 
analysed in Chapter 10.) For instance, a theme, which might have appeared ‘pagan’ 
and idolatrous to a Christian bishop, could evoke merely traditional cultural associa-
tions in the contemporaneous viewer and refer to the glorious past of Rome and 
her imperial splendour. A rigid insistence on a simple correspondence of iconogra-
phy and meaning (e.g. a religious doctrine) cannot interpret such images suffi-
ciently. It seems more suitable to regard these themes and their representations as 
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the blend of ‘non-Christian’ and ‘Christian’ which were acceptable to Christians in 
the fourth century.69 
1.3.3. Transition from a non-Christian to a predominantly Christian soci-
ety 
A third principle present in the latest studies of Late Antiquity is a form of interpre-
tation involving a transitional progress instead of sharp boundaries. That means 
that the positive and dynamic interaction between the various forms of life in late 
Roman Empire, which has been presented in the former section, proceeded in a 
subtle and self-conscious assimilation and transformation.  
Over the past decades, the historiographic assessment of Late Antiquity has 
begun to change with scholars participating in the discussion abandoning a mutually 
antagonistic, apologetic approach (with regards to isolated ‘pagan’, Jewish, Chris-
tian culture), where ‘Hellenization’ was a catchword for denigrating syncretistic evi-
dence.70 This new attitude underlines the dynamic and gradual character of changes 
in history, especially changes of identity, instead of arguing for caesuras.71 It does 
not only mean that this comprehensive transition, which happened between the 
Antiquity and the Middle Ages, arched over a lengthy period, but also suggests that 
it proceeded through numerous stages of transformation in culture, religion and 
mentality, in other words, through many different shades of identity. 
If the situation is approached from the perspective of ‘lived religion’, it can 
be assumed that people who became Christian in the early churches of various 
places (like Antioch, Rome, or Corinth) had already had pre-existing kinship systems, 
social class structures, languages, gender norms, everyday cultural practices and so 
on. Their Christianity was inoculated into the culture of their everyday lives, not to 
                                                          
69
 J. Elsner, ‘Art and architecture’ (1998), 749-51. 
70
 Some examples of the many: S. Swain, M. Edwards, Approaching Late Antiquity (2004); P. Rous-
seau, E. Papoutsakis (eds), Transformations of Late Antiquity (2009); E. Weaverdyck, From Pagan to 
Christian, BA thesis, (2007); A. Poulter (ed.), Transition to late antiquity, on the Danube and beyond 
(2007); L. Lavan, E. Zanini, A. Sarantis (eds), Technology in Transition A.D. 300-650 (2007); E. A. 
Judge, Jerusalem and Athens: Cultural Transformation in Late Antiquity (2010); R. W. Mathisen, D. 
Shanzer (eds), Romans, Barbarians, and the Transformation of the Roman World. Cultural interaction 
and the creation of identity in late antiquity (2011); G. G. Stroumsa, The End of Sacrifice: Religious 
Transformations in Late Antiquity (2012);  . Rebillard, Transformations of religious practices in late 
antiquity (2013); C. Rapp, Holy bishops in late antiquity (2013). 
71
 R. Sörries, Spätantike und frühchristliche Kunst (2013), 138. 
30 
 
mention that, by some means, they were almost certainly socialized also as Judean 
in order to practise the religion of the first Christians.72 As the transformation (or 
conversion) of the individual involved many aspects of their life, it was much more 
of an extended process on the macro level of society. 
One of the main results of this tendency in academia was the exhibition 
called ‘Transition to Christianity: Art of Late Antiquity, 3rd-7th Century AD’ at the 
Onassis Cultural Center in New York in 2011 and the accompanying volume.73 The 
curators of this exhibition and the contributing scholars equally regarded and inter-
preted Late Antiquity as a period which was characterized by ‘the coexistence of 
innovation and originality, with continuity reaching back into a wide range of deep-
seated traditions’.74 
The realization of the transition in the era consisted of differences and nov-
elties that can be characterized by commonalities, mutuality, continuities and crea-
tivity in constructing the iconographic discourse. For example, the Christian and 
non-Christian images and decorations of Late Antique art were not merely static 
and conventional, but they participated in a discussion, in which, as in any human 
discussion that has a serious purpose, the concepts of both sides are generally semi-
consciously changed as the discussion continues. 
The Hellenistic-Roman matrix of Late Antiquity had formed and itself had 
been transformed in a process that continued dynamically, producing imageries 
that formed a visual consciousness, from which ‘iconographies’ (in theological ter-
minology) or ‘imageries’ (in art historical) were represented on frescoes, glass, ce-
ramics, mosaics, fabrics, architecture, sculptures, and manuscripts of Jews, Chris-
tians and ‘pagans’. 
All the tendencies in Late Antiquity studies, which have been briefly outlined 
in three points above, suggest a more cautious, inclusive and balanced attitude 
when studying the era, one which is attentive to the details. Therefore, the analyses 
of this thesis are proposed to be presented under the title and guiding principle of 
‘shades of identity’. This term is a true reflection of the new attitudes that have 
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been influenced by those tendencies. It expresses how complex the identity of the 
Late Antique people was and highlights how often our approaches oversimplify 
them. A colour comprises innumerable different shades which yet recognizably 
bring to the fore a single colour. Thus, my goal is to illustrate some of the many 
shades of Christian identity in fourth-century Pannonia. These shades are to be re-
vealed while analysing the painted burial chambers of the Roman town of Sopianae.  
Gregory of Nyssa, a bishop also from the fourth century, compared the im-
age to a book that spoke from the wall. He wrote: the pictures located on the walls 
are eloquent by their silence and offer significant testimony (Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio 
laudatoria sancti ac magni martyris Theodori).75 Let us now open up this ‘picture book’ 
and may the wall paintings of Sopianae’s cemetery talk to us. 
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2.  Special Characteristics of Early Chris-
tian Artefacts 
The purpose of this chapter is to present some special characteristics of early Chris-
tian artefacts which should be observed in the case of an iconographic approach. 
These considerations will be useful later in analyzing the iconographic programs of 
the early Christian burial chambers in Sopianae. Four features will be demonstrated, 
which influence the later consequences of this study: multivalent meaning; compo-
sition and agenda; context and physical setting; target audience and social context. 
2.1. Theological Background and Multivalent Meaning 
If the attribute ‘Christian’ is used to typify an artefact, it is implied in this attribution 
that Christian faith and spirituality played an important role in the birth of that par-
ticular work of art and/or in its reception in history. That is why it is profitable to 
consider the possible connections between early Christian theology and iconogra-
phy. However, it is important to assert that the correlation between early Christian 
artefacts and the theological teaching of the early Church is twofold. Early Christian 
images are neither directly subordinated to the purposes of dogmatic treatises, nor 
are they in direct contradiction with them.  
Unfolding this ‘neither-nor’ nature of the relation between art and doctrine, 
R. Jensen suggests a significant approach.76 She refuses the idea that posits the per-
spectives, audiences or theological agendas diametrically opposed. It seems really 
insufficient to attribute only a passive and limited role to art in the patristic age as it 
would have merely reflected official teachings, or even popular views about the 
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‘Christ event’. Instead, what Jensen implies to art is an active function, regarding it 
as a communication tool which is directed both externally and internally.77 
Early Christian iconography proves itself to be a complex system of symbols. 
It ‘cannot be served up as a catalogue of images with simple definitions.’78 This 
model, which takes into account the multiple character of early Christian artefacts, 
can be apt to the diverse thoughts and attitudes coexisting in the early church.  
The most distinctive characteristic of Christianity according to S. Mitchell 
was that it was based on a formal commitment to beliefs about Jesus’ person.79 
However, no single and unified Christology existed in the first centuries, nor that of 
formal commitment or institutional unity. Thus, a single type of Christ’s representa-
tion could not have served all the needs and demands of the church either. As Th. 
Mathews writes: ‘By representing as many facets of his [Christ’s] person as possible 
they [painters, sculptors and mosaic workers] tried to encompass somehow the 
totality of the unimaginable mystery.’80  
H. G. Snyder also supports this view, asserting that ‘certain pictures and 
even combinations of pictures were favoured because of their semantic richness 
and the possibilities they offered for diverse interpretations.’81 The audience might 
have become accustomed to the ‘polyphone’ exposition of faith tradition through 
the different forms (whether homilies, liturgies, dogmatic writings or pictures) 
through which it was transmitted.82 
Another characteristic of early Christian artefacts is that some of its popular 
subjects may seem unusual choices to the modern eye (about the repertoire, see 
Chapter 3), while other possibly prominent biblical scenes (here, prominent is to be 
meant in the theological sense as used in early Christian thinking, on the one hand, 
but also on the basis of practice in today’s church) occur very rarely or not at all.83 
This characteristic of popularity also indicates that the significance of biblical narra-
tives and theological emphases were not completely corresponding in Late Antiq-
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uity. By examining the subjects that appear on early Christian artefacts, a more ac-
curate and multifaceted picture emerges about the ways of thinking of Christians in 
these centuries. In general, ‘both visual and literary imagery are complex and multi-
valent’84 and mutually enrich the understanding of this period of time. 
2.2. Composition and Agenda 
Many images in early Christian artefacts were more than mere representations. This 
can be stated about biblical narratives even more so, since typically, they were not 
excerpted scenes with the purpose of simply recalling a single story from the Scrip-
ture. The images of biblical stories and persons appear to have been selected, com-
posed, and placed into a larger context by design. It is most likely to mean that 
there was a prevailing aim to assign the position of certain figures and scenes in 
relation to others. This planned design also indicates an interpretative function that 
often becomes apparent through these ways.85  
This compositional arrangement of certain images augments and enriches 
the significance of individual images. As R. Jensen accurately writes, ‘Within a com-
positional group, individual images might resonate with or reinforce one another, 
contributing to a whole that is greater than the mere sum of its parts.’86 This means 
that the meaning of any particular image surpasses both its narrative scenery and 
‘literal’ significance, and hence becomes more symbolic or figurative. 
The limited range of subjects found in early Christian artefacts, which has 
been mentioned in the previous subsection, points towards the fact that certain 
motifs were deliberately chosen and preferred, possibly because they could comply 
with the given context suitably. The selection and arrangement of the images might 
have been conducted by a definite theme or idea.87 
In addition to the frequency of certain themes in early Christian artefact, the 
compositions themselves also show some features which require further explana-
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tion. One of them is when an image condenses a whole narrative abandoning some 
elements, persons or circumstances. The representation of Noah’s story can be an 
appropriate example. Noah is usually depicted floating in a box-like ark in early 
Christian artefacts, but not in the company of his wife or the animals or under a 
rainbow, as it might be expected based on his story in the Bible.88  
In the case of Jonah’s story, the iconography concentrates on such elements 
of the narrative that communicate the essential message: Jonah thrown into the 
sea, swallowed by the sea monster, and finally, resting under the gourd. Other de-
tails of the narrative, like the sins of the Ninevites, Jonah’s preaching or the conver-
sion of the city, are omitted. The depiction of these details was not crucial to im-
plement the aim of the images. The selection both in subject and composition might 
have served a symbolic purpose.89 
R. Sörries ascertains that the abbreviating method in early Christian iconog-
raphy was widespread. Although this taut technique of picture formulation was de-
veloped in and for sepulchral context, it was also applied in the iconography of 
church decoration (e.g. in Dura Europos) and in Bible illumination.90   
There are other cases that exhibit unexpected, extra-textual features as an 
addition. For instance, the images in which a wand appears in the hand of Jesus in 
such pictures as the Multiplication of Loaves, the miracle of Cana or the raising of 
Lazarus.91 This wand has basically been interpreted as either virga virtutis (e.g. M. 
Dulaey92), as virga thaumaturgica (e.g. T. Mathews93), or as in close relation with 
the sacraments and a symbol of the Crucifixion (e.g. G. Heidl94). 
The second compositional characteristic enriches the significance of the im-
ages. It means that adding elements of meaning that are not present strictly in the 
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narrative source grants opportunity for the development of the literal reading of 
texts. This process demonstrates the iconographic adaptability of the narratives.95 
R. Jensen analyzes these two tendencies of picture composition, i.e. the re-
ductive, condensing, and the expansive supplementary way. She observes that the 
first method ‘may be an attempt to capture the essence of meaning in a simple, 
almost formulaic reference to a familiar narrative.’96 This technique amplifies the 
referential power of the image rather than its narrative details; the symbolic level 
outshines the illustrative representation of the scenes.  
Turning now to the whole program or composition, more support may be 
provided to the process of interpretation. Through the assumption that individual 
paintings were parts of a unified agenda rather than isolated scenes it can be dis-
covered that what all these images might have in common is that they are all in-
volved in a shared iconographic scheme. 
For example, if an ancient visitor had entered a painted cubiculum in the 
Roman cemetery of Sopianae, he would have experienced that he was surrounded 
by visual images on all sides. These images try to win the visitor’s attention. They 
face one another; they engage and augment each other. In many ways, they are 
influenced by one another. Each is in a dynamic conversation with its neighbours. If 
this conversation, this field of influence is disregarded, the isolated image would 
remain locked in a monologue.97 
The construction of the iconographic program consists of the process of the 
extraction from the broader narrative context and the juxtaposition to other scenes 
referring to other texts of the Scripture. The accorded placement of images to a 
larger visual program reveals new levels of meaning. ‘Thus, while these narrative 
images referred to a particular biblical story on one hand, they also gained a secon-
dary significance that becomes clear when viewing the decorative scheme as a 
whole.’98 
                                                          
95




 H. G. Snyder, ’Pictures in Dialogue’ (2005), 350. 
98
 R. Jensen, Living water (2011), 31. 
37 
 
It is useful to refer to F. Bisconti’s analysis of the Cappella Graeca’s icono-
graphic program in the Priscilla catacomb in Rome.99 He states that in this room 
‘everything seems to converge in the nucleus of the so-called Eucharistic ban-
quet.’100 (The banquet scene most probably has only a funerary character.) Other 
themes, like ‘resurrection (Lazarus, and the phoenix), salvation (Daniel, Abraham, 
the three Babylonian youths, Susanna), baptism (Noah, the paralytic, Moses striking 
the rock), as well as iconography that is more properly and solemnly Christological 
(the adoration of the Magi)’101 are connected to this focal point. Bisconti asserts 
that the meanings of the individual images are in correlation with each other and 
they interact in a parallel way. There is a cohesive principle involving all the sub-
jects, so that a cosmic regenerative context is created which prevails in a heteroge-
neous way. The principle is particularly prevalent in the vaults of the two chambers, 
into which the cubiculum is divided. 
One of the letters of Nilus of Ancyra can be mentioned as a Late Antique 
Christian document bearing witness to the planned arrangement of imagery in a 
church.102 The letter was written to the prefect Olympiodorus in the early fifth cen-
tury.103 This letter 4.61 (and the next one, 4.62) is absent from the main corpus of 
Nilus’ letters, so it cannot be proved that it was actually written by Nilus. However, 
on art-historical grounds, it can be dated in Nilus’ lifetime, to the late fourth or early 
fifth century.104 
The prefect (eparchos) Olympiodorus was about to build a church dedicated 
to the holy martyrs and had evidently given Nilus an account of the decor he was 
proposing for his church. It was a mixture of pagan and Christian themes. Among 
the proposed scenes were  
snares being stretched on the ground, fleeing animals such as hares, ga-
zelles, and others, while the hunters, eager to capture them, pursue them 
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with their dogs [...] every kind of fish being caught [...] pictures of different 
birds and beasts, reptiles and plants.105 
Such combination of Christian themes and hunting scenes with elaborate 
animal and bird decorations was not unusual in Christian artefacts of the fourth 
century. Remarkable examples are the mausoleum of Santa Constanza in Rome106 
(Figure 53), the mausoleum (perhaps of Constans I’s [337-350]) at Centumcellae 
(Centcelles) in Spain107 (Figure 54), or the mosaic floors of the Ancient Basilica in 
Huarte in Syria108 (Figure 55). 
In his reply, Nilus strongly suggested that no more than a cross should adorn 
the sanctuary as a reminder of salvation. On the side walls of the church, images 
from the Old and New Testament should be depicted so that the mind would not be 
distracted by frivolities. The latter would serve the illiterate as Nilus claimed. What 
Nilus wrote of the function of Old and New Testament scenes on church walls for 
the illiterate is echoed in what Paulinus wrote of the church he built at Nola also in 
the early fifth century.109  
Nilus’ letter was not just a respond to Olympiodorus. Like many other letters 
of the church fathers, it was intended for wider circulation.110 Nilus provided gen-
eral guidance on how to decorate a church and at the same time, also noted guide-
lines which give evidence for the existence of a considered iconographic program of 
images at the time. 
2.3. Context and Physical Setting 
As it was demonstrated in the former section, the significance of early Christian 
artefacts is communicated through individual compositions or complex pictorial 
programs. However, the significance is manifested (at least originally) in a concrete 
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location; artefacts cannot be alienated from their physical setting. Thus a third sig-
nificant issue that needs some consideration is that of context and physical setting.  
H. G. Snyder attributes particular importance to location and position in the 
case of wall paintings, since ‘by definition [they] are anchored to a site and a con-
text in a way that paintings on moveable media are not.’111 According to R. Jensen, 
the juxtaposition and given proximity of certain images are defined by an overarch-
ing significance.112 The theme of an integrated program is revealed by the character 
of its components. Jensen also notes that any single element can form a part with a 
different meaning in different compositions.113  
The vast majority of early Christian artefacts functioned contextually as 
cemetery art. The very sporadic evidence for non-funerary works of art before Con-
stantine renders more difficult comparison with the art in other locations (e.g. 
churches and baptisteries, or simple everyday contexts).114 Thus, the predominance 
of funerary findings and the particular issue of this thesis propose that the studies 
be restricted only to the funerary context. It is highly probable that the funerary 
locations, such as catacombs115 or burial chambers, did not have the same religious 
‘intensity’ as the ritually more determined settings of the Christian cult, i.e. the 
churches and other liturgical spaces.116 
The emotional climate of a cemetery117 is special. The physical environment 
surrounding the paintings was dark, damp and tight. The air of a burial chamber 
might have been stifling. The affective context can be characterized by deprivation, 
suffering and grief. Homer’s Odyssey regarded Hades, the silent world of death as a 
‘joyless region’ (aterpea chōron).118 Dwelling places of the dead are occupied by 
sadness and tears. For a typical visitor, they were probably associated with the loss 
of loved ones, family and friends and the sentiment of separation. P. Finney’s por-
trayal seems to be right: a catacomb ‘is a warren, bewildering and opaque, a silent 
black cunicular maze, inhospitable and intimidating – to those of us still living it is a 
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reminder of human frailty and vulnerability.’119 Consequently, conforming to the 
limited visibility at the funerary locations, the images of the decoration were se-
lected in such a way that their identification would be facilitated by the recogniz-
able iconographic features.120 
Early Christian images were present not only in a funerary context but also in 
a cultural and religious milieu, too. A suitable interpretation shall consider the reli-
gious environment of an image; otherwise ‘it misunderstands its primary reason for 
being.’121 According to R. Jensen, the subjects painted on the walls of tombs or 
carved on marble sarcophagi obviously ‘reflected to some degree Christian beliefs 
about death and afterlife, the nature of salvation, and the community’s hopes in 
that regard.’122  
However, scholars’ opinion about these ‘degrees’ and the proportion among 
the aforementioned three notions differs on a wide scale. There are different views 
as to which of the three had predominant influence. It seems that the views vary on 
the basis of their attempt to explain either the origin of ‘early Christian art’, or its 
observable characteristics in the repertoire. Six main directions of approach will be 
discussed in Chapter 3.  
E. Goodenough’s study claims that the beliefs and hopes reflected in a fu-
nerary context are not characterized by catechetical inclination and theological pre-
cision, which are however, appropriate for the praeparatio evangelica and present 
in great basilicas like the Santa Maria Maggiore. He argues that ‘Christians in their 
death were not arguing or demonstrating, but dying and hoping and believing.’123   
Goodenough gives an overview of the subjects typifying this essential faith 
and hope, as well as the images they were represented through: 
 ‘hope in the great life-givers who had conquered death (Jonah, Daniel, the 
three Boys, and Lazarus); 
 hope in the Eucharist (the multiplication of the loaves and the omnipresence 
of the vines and cup, the baskets of flowers, or eating and drinking);  
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 faith in the baptism (the migration scenes and perhaps Moses getting water 
from the rock and the ascension of Elijah);  
 hope in their great champion who destroys evil, (Samson, Hercules, Moses 
with the dead Egyptians, Phinehas); 
 belief in the power of the church, temporal and eternal (Peter and Paul with 
Christ, or the twelve with Christ, or the “Physician” scene).’124 
The decorative elements of an early Christian tomb generally originated 
from a specific repertoire. The selection seems to be characterized by the suitability 
of certain subjects for certain contexts. This appropriateness of subjects was de-
fined by and evolving in the community in which the iconographic compositions 
were created. J. Engemann draws the attention to the fact that the decoration of a 
tomb resonated the beliefs and hopes of the deceased and at the same time, the 
remaining relatives.125 The importance of community will be studied in detail in the 
next subchapter. 
H. G. Snyder provides a viewer-centred approach to iconographic agendas in 
his article about the Hypogeum on Via Dino Compagni in Rome.126 His analysis pre-
sumes a contemporaneous visitor to the catacomb, who watching the combination 
of images all around, finds himself in a lively and evolving dialogue. In this dialogue, 
the spectator realizes that ‘the interpretive possibilities amount to more than the 
sum of the images taken separately.’127 Snyder lists four causes as to why a viewer 
would have made multiple connections between the pictures all through a painted 
tomb.  
1. ‘When pictures share obvious debts to an underlying narrative;  
2. When pictures feature a readily discernible coincidence or contrast of 
theme;  
3. When two or more pictures display noticeable similarity at the level of 
subject matter or form;  
4. In cases where decorative elements – either human figures, animals, or 
even graphic designs – show evidence of pairing or decorative balancing.’128 
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In the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae, there are three panels on both 
sides of the vault. (Their composition will be analysed in a Chapters 8 and 9 incorpo-
rating Snyder’s categories.) 
2.4. Target Audience and Social Context 
The interpretation of early Christian iconographic programs cannot be deficient in 
referring to the community in which they emerged. Christians were part of society 
with its political and cultural dispositions. In many cases, even debates about theo-
logical questions in the early church had worldly motivations and implications. Simi-
larly, the development of ‘Christian art’ came about in relation to historical events 
and amidst particular social circumstances.  
Early Christian visual art was born in a living religious community. The cen-
tral values of a community, apparent in texts, rituals, traditions, determine the 
manifestation and characteristics of art in the community. R. Jensen proposes, 
‘Christian art evolved in an integrated environment and evolved in relation to ex-
ternal historical pressures as well as internal theological developments.’129  
The social and ecclesiastical context of the artefacts is expressed in many 
ways. Theological debates, methods of scripture interpretation and practices of 
worship all had impacted upon them. The Christian community’s influence in grave 
decoration is accentuated by Jensen when she writes, ‘the consistency of the icono-
graphic programs from tomb to tomb indicates that individual taste or personal 
whim played little role in the decoration of these places.’130 
With regard to the interpretation process, the Christian community has a 
significant feature, as pointed out by Jensen. It is the dichotomy of two characteris-
tics of religious communities. On the one hand, communities show such diversity 
that can allow a rather broad range of interpretations. On the other hand, they are 
narrow enough to cohere as a sole group.131 Thus, research must find the balance 
between the two interpretations, basing them on certain core beliefs and on intra-
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religious pluralism. According to Jensen, ‘fundamental continuity among these dif-
ferent modes of expression should be presumed about any group.’132  
It also seems useful to cite J. Elsner’s observation, an expert of Late Antique 
art history. He characterizes this period as the one of radical cultural transforma-
tion.133 Transformation is substantially associated with the coexistence of innova-
tion and originality. According to Elsner, continuity in Late Antiquity reached back  
[...] into a wide range of deep-seated traditions, not only Greek and Roman 
but also Pharaonic and Ptolemaic Egyptian, Mesopotamian and Persian, Se-
mitic, African, and indigenous pre-Roman in the north (from Spain via Britain 
to Gaul, Germany, and Dacia) and also brought by “barbarian” tribes in the 
period of invasions that began at the end of the 2nd century.134 
This transformation is also observable in Christian artefacts. Throughout the 
fourth and in the early fifth century, more detailed and elegant decorating forms 
were gradually being developed on Christian sarcophagi and walls of underground 
tombs. Late Antique transformation was manifest in ‘an evolution of style and 
taste.’135 
Studying the target audience of early Christian funerary art gives rise to the 
question of ‘Whom were these artefacts for?’. E. Goodenough attempted to give an 
answer to this question in his analysis of the Roman catacomb art. He did not have 
the impression that ‘catacomb art could have had much relation to everyday liv-
ing.’136 This art was rather for the dead, not for the living, with the intention of es-
tablishing their hopes of future life. ‘The scattered paintings in the greater cata-
combs seem consolation and hope for the dead.’137 According to Goodenough, the 
paintings in catacombs played a role in perpetuating, celebrating and confirming 
the faith and hope of those deceased people.  
In his book on the importance and meaning of early Christian images,138 J. 
Engemann provides a more balanced and feasible approach to the question of the 
target audience. He makes references to some of the hypotheses detailed in Chap-
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ter 3. Engemann suggests that according to the theory of deliverance from persecu-
tion (see Chapter 3.3), images provided consoling thoughts to the living and the 
hope of salvation to the departed at the same time.139  
Engemann also cites the theory of the commendatio animae prayer (see 
Chapter 3.4), which places ‘paradigmatic prayers’ (‘Paradigmengebete’) for salva-
tion into the centre. In this case, the target of the prayer, and consequently of the 
pictures as well, seems to be God himself, to whom either the deceased, or the liv-
ing turn on the former’s behalf.  
The possibility of this model is weakened by the fact that a supplication to 
God or Christ for deliverance is not evidently attested by funerary inscriptions, al-
though similarity to inscriptions of the same period and location might be ex-
pected.140 Instead, inscriptions typically wish to the departed rest, peace and re-
frigerium, or assure him of these.  
Hence, relying on the absence of prayer inscriptions as an argumentum ex si-
lentio, Engemann proposes that the images of the ‘deliverance paradigm’ and of 
other miracles might have expressed such beliefs (primarily amongst the living) as 
the salvation of those who died as Christians.141 Engemann also admits that there 
are other images, like Moses receiving the Law at Mount Sinai, Jesus’ baptism, Jesus 
in front of Pilate, scenes from Peter’s life or the ‘traditio legis’ scene, which cannot 
be interpreted as elements of the ‘deliverance paradigm,’ even though they occur in 
funerary contexts. He presupposes that in cases of such themes, the commissioner 
of the tomb might have opted for a decoration with some impressive religious im-
ages.142 
The main benefit of Engemann’s approach lies in its complex nature. It is 
noteworthy how this study considers the possible persons whom the early Christian 
artefacts might have been addressed to and attempts to find a non-exclusive model 
for explanation. Presupposing a complex matrix of effects as the social context of 
early Christian artefacts seems viable. It is not unreasonable to assume that artists 
created their works according to the wishes and purposes of their commissioners, 
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3.  Six Hypotheses on the Repertoire of 
Early Christian Images 
When studying the biblical scenes represented in early Christian artefacts, it soon 
becomes obvious that certain episodes in the catacomb paintings occur with a sig-
nificant frequency.143 From a contemporary point of view, some of the more fre-
quent subjects may seem to be the result of a peculiar selection, whereas other 
possibly more prominent biblical scenes appear to be absent.144 Another phenome-
non is that Old Testament subjects occur approximately four times more often than 
New Testament themes in the Christian artefacts between the second and fourth 
centuries.145 It also seems less logical that early Christians did not favour specifically 
Christian themes on their artefacts. There are different theories in current literature 
attempting to explain the observable peculiarity of repertoire and the predomi-
nance of Old Testament scenes in it.146 The subsequent section presents six theo-
ries, which is based on the list and order suggested by R. Jensen, but expanded and 
presented on a broader scale. Then following the presentation of these hypotheses, 
I try to balance their significance showing the strengths and weaknesses of each in 
the same order used previously.  
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3.1. Theory of Christian Artefacts’ Dependence on Jewish 
Artefacts 
There is a tendency among scholars studying early Christian artefacts to presume 
that its origins can be found in the art of Judaism. This theory provides the theoreti-
cal background for the hypothesis of a lost illuminated Jewish manuscript of the 
Bible, so it seems appropriate to first outline this theory in brief through the citation 
of some of its representatives.  
One of the first scholars who claimed that early Christian artefacts were in-
fluenced by Jewish artefacts was Josef Strzygowsky.147 E. Goodenough is one of the 
most prominent figures who represent this approach. His article ‘Catacomb Art’148 
presents and analyzes the wall paintings of the Via Latina catacomb, which was 
freshly discovered at the time. He supposes that the person designing the paintings 
at the Via Latina catacomb might have used an illustrated Septuagint whose images 
would already have provided an allegorized interpretation of the biblical text. In the 
article, he proposes the hypothesis that ‘Christian symbolism in art was rising out of 
a reinterpretation of Jewish and pagan symbolism’.149 Goodenough’s statement 
assumes that ‘Christian symbolism’ in art is already seen as a distinct phenomenon 
because of his chosen phrase ‘rising out of’, which seems to suggest that it is al-
ready there and only needs to ‘rise out’, to present itself on its own right. He also 
attains that Jewish art had appeared ‘before the final break between Jews and 
Christians, for it seems to have come over to Christians as an obvious part of their 
Jewish heritage, presumably in their Septuagint Bibles.’150 
Subsequently, Goodenough explicates this process in detail. First, the Jews 
had combined pagan and biblical figures into a common symbolism, which was rep-
resented in art. He does not exclude the fact that there were Christians who bor-
rowed directly from pagan art, but the method how to use Old Testament and pa-
gan figures together to express religious contents had already existed in Judaism. 
According to him, ‘Christian art’ followed the same pattern as the Jewish had done 
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before, when Christian piety applied symbols with its new and proper interpreta-
tions.  
C. Kraeling formulated a similar view in his Final Report on the Dura Baptis-
tery, writing in 1967: ‘The case that can be made for the priority of Jewish represen-
tational art and the Christian dependence upon it seems most impressive.’151 
Another decided and more recent supporter of this hypothesis of Jewish in-
fluence on early Christian artefacts is H. Kessler. He highlights the importance of this 
model calling it an ‘axiom’, summarizing it like this: ‘Just as Hebrew Scripture had 
preceded the New Testament and provided a basis for it, Jewish art was necessarily 
a source of Christian iconography and served as its foundation.’152 
There have been other scholars in the last decades who not mitigating the 
special relationship between Jews and Christians have tried to place Jewish and 
early Christian artefacts into the broader frame of Late Antiquity. Their common 
aim is to provide a more nuanced picture of the complex relations of these religious 
groups. 
L. V. Rutgers studied the relationship among Jews, Christians, and pagans in 
the society of the later Roman Empire. According to him, it would be inaccurate to 
claim that these groups related to each other exclusively in conflicts. He also op-
poses the use of the concept of ‘isolation’, since he finds it to be defined in an insuf-
ficient and reductionist way. He seems to be right when he asserts that despite of 
occurring violent clashes, the relationship between Jews, Christians, and pagans 
was complex. His description of this period can be agreed with. ‘There is consider-
able evidence that, for most of the time, a more or less peaceful coexistence was 
the rule rather than the exception.’153   
Rutgers also makes some remarks on the similarities between the origins of 
Jewish and early Christian artefacts and he adds the Mithraic to them as well. He 
states that they were all sourced in the same Roman-pagan artistic traditions and 
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‘into the fourth century, they drew on the same repertoire of Graeco-Roman proto-
types.’154 
When J. Elsner analyses the religious situation of the Roman Empire in the 
second and early third centuries,155 he states that it was diverse, multi-cultural and 
pluralist. Among the great number of religions, some were very local and some had 
international importance, but most of them were tolerated for most of the time. In 
Elsner’s opinion, the development of both Jewish and Christian art was a typical 
process under these circumstances. In his model, Jewish and Christian art are paral-
leled and connected to the art of the Mithraic or Isiac cults.156 He denies the inde-
pendence of these religious arts from the others. On the contrary, he asserts: ‘the 
iconographies and visual strategies of any one cult are a complex mixture of struc-
tural rejections of the particular forms favoured by the others and the borrowing of 
motifs.’157 
3.2. The Theory of the Lost Illuminated Manuscript of the 
Bible 
On the basis of his hypothesis presented in the previous section, Goodenough as-
sumes that the artist or master of the Via Latina catacomb ‘had a book of Jewish 
paintings from which he could select the ones he wanted’.158 And later on he adds:  
I suspect that the man designing the paintings at Via Latina had an illustrated 
Septuagint, or selections from the Septuagint, whose paintings gave already 
an allegorized interpretation to the text.159 
He asserts that perhaps Christians saw synagogues from the first centuries of 
the period of Imperial Rome that were decorated with mosaics and wall paintings 
and they followed these prototypes. To explain the reappearance of such decora-
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tions at remote locations like Dura Europos, he presupposes a circulation of some 
sort of manuscripts in viable form.160 
K. Weitzmann following this thought argues that ‘early Christian art’ was the 
direct heir of a Jewish tradition of Antioch or Alexandria in biblical illumination.161 
He suggested that the middle-Byzantine Octateuchs recalled a Late Antique Jewish 
pictorial source, and that this same source was the model for the third-century wall 
paintings in the Dura Europos synagogue.162 He extended his theory to other picto-
rial representations of the Old Testament, some of which display rabbinical details, 
while others contain elements borrowed from the writings of Josephus Flavius. He 
also supposes the existence of an illustrated and now lost manuscript of the Sep-
tuagint.163 Other scholars took over Weitzmann’s belief in the existence of Late An-
tique Jewish illuminated manuscripts and further developed his theory.164 The cy-
cles studied in this context were for the most part those in the catacomb at Via 
Latina, the mosaics in the basilica of S. Maria Maggiore, the Vienna Genesis and the 
Ashburnham Pentateuch. 
3.3. The Theory of Deliverance from Persecution 
There is another, much more accepted theory explaining the peculiarities of the 
biblical repertoire of early Christian artefacts. This approach is more general and 
asserts that the scenes were selected because they could represent God’s deliver-
ance from danger, especially from persecution and death. This explanation suggests 
that Christians viewing the depictions of these stories found security and peace in 
moments of threat (like Noah in the flood, Isaac almost becoming a sacrifice, Jonah 
in the sea, Daniel in the lions’ den, Susannah against the Elders, the three young 
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men in the fiery furnace) and, in some scenes, even paradisiacal hope (Jonah at rest, 
Adam and Eve).165 
The story of Jonah can also be understood more clearly in relation to a 
common underlying theme that is the one of deliverance and redemption through 
divine power.166 It seems truly purposeful that the ordeal and deliverance of the 
prophet Jonah is the story most frequently represented. According to the Gospel of 
Matthew, Jesus himself compared the three days the prophet Jonah spent in the 
belly of the fish to the three days the Son of Man would be in the tomb.167 Thus the 
Jonah story taking the form of a brief narrative cycle could easily become a promise 
of resurrection and eternal life. This theme is highlighted even more by that episode 
in the Jonah cycle where the prophet, at the end, comes to a peaceful and idyllic 
rest under the gourd tree, which episode is not derived straightforwardly from the 
biblical text.168 It is in form related to the depiction of Endymion169 and Selene (the 
Moon Goddess), just as the ketos with hoofed horses is to the Poseidon myth.170 
P. Finney develops the theory of deliverance further by elaborating on its 
theological dimension. According to him, these biblical stories are primarily ‘the 
tekmeria theou, the tokens of God’s works and deeds, his saving intervention on 
behalf of his people.’171 He proposes that these depictions are indirect signs, that is 
they do not present directly what they purport to represent. Finney says that they 
were to represent God’s ‘erga’ (works) which were ‘personified in certain key fig-
ures who had been the beneficiaries and recipients of God’s deeds’.172 The images 
can also be taken as ‘semeia’ (signs), signs of divine intervention. Finney attributes a 
clearly salvational or soteriological content to them.173 According to him, they 
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‘served as reminders of God’s saving action on behalf of certain representative fig-
ures within Israelite and early Christian myth’.174  
After presenting the main elements of the deliverance theory, R. Jensen 
provides some disagreement to this approach. She composes her reservations into 
three points.175 First, she queries the presumption that most of the scenes in the 
early Christian repertoire are understandable by one single overarching motif that is 
the wish for being delivered from immediate peril. According to her, this theory is 
based on the historically problematic argument that persecution in the early centu-
ries was widespread in the Roman Empire. Jensen admits that Christians were con-
stantly vulnerable before Constantine, but she asserts that they, in general, were 
likely to live in harmony with the other members of Roman society (apart from brief 
periods of persecution). 
In her second exception, she opposes this theory for its elevation of this-
worldly concerns over a next-worldly focus. According to Jensen, the latter might be 
more appropriate for the funerary context of this imagery. She finds it illogical that 
this hypothesis seems to state that ‘the iconographic programs are not distinctly 
sepulchral, nor was their context particularly significant for the choice or interpreta-
tion of their decor’.176 
In the third point of her refusal, Jensen demonstrates the deliverance theory 
as imperfect, as it claims that ‘iconography functions on the symbolic level as much 
as (or more than) on the illustrative or literal levels’.177 The scenes from the Scrip-
tures provide a source for the iconography. But the figures from the story can tran-
scend the narrative and become symbols. In this way, they are the symbols (or ‘se-
meia’ as Finney would say) of God’s steadfast protection. However, I would like to 
complement Jensen’s argument with another of her considerations, which was 
cited at the end of the former section.178 These scenes can also be interpreted in a 
broader Christian frame alluding to the wide range of elements and contents of 
Christian faith and life.  
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3.4. The Theory of the commendatio animae 
The next theory explaining the frequency of certain motifs in early Christian iconog-
raphy (and of Old Testament themes in early Christian artefacts generally) combines 
the main features of the two former ones. It takes over the presumption of Jewish 
origin from the theory of a lost illuminated manuscript, but does not regard Jewish 
sources as artistic prototypes, but liturgical texts. On the other hand, it also uses the 
argument from the theory of deliverance in that the main theme of early Christian 
imagery is the aspiration for liberation when facing horrifying peril. 
The issue has been debated since the end of the nineteenth century.179 This 
approach is based on the supposition of an early Christian prayer offered for the 
deceased. The hypothetical prayer would call upon God for help and salvation and 
would cite the precedence of those others whom God had delivered in former 
times, including Enoch, Elijah, Noah, Abraham, Job, Isaac, Lot, Moses, Daniel, the 
three youths in the fiery furnace, Susannah, David, Peter, Paul, and Thecla.180 P. 
Finney calls these individuals ‘paradigmatic figures’ among whom correlation is 
made by the fact that they were all freed from death and oppression.181 That is why 
they created ‘the earliest cycle of Christian salvation images’, selected and formu-
lated for ‘petitionary paradigms’,182 as stated by Finney, too.  
This early Christian prayer is also referred to as a text of the funerary litur-
gies and called ‘commendatio animae’ (commendation of the soul).183 This plea for 
the dead similarly invokes the deliverance of biblical figures. Each line begins, Lib-
era, Domine, animam eius, sicut liberasti (deliver, Lord, his soul, just as you deliv-
ered...) and is followed by references to the individuals mentioned before.184 Ac-
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cording to Spier, both Christians and Jews used prayers for salvation invoking similar 
episodes from the Bible in which God’s salvation was manifest. Spier states that 
‘Jewish examples of this sort of prayer were already in existence, notably the zik-
ronot (remembrances) recited (then and now) at the New Year’.185 In support of the 
above statement, he cites a particular part of the Babylonian Talmud,186 which is 
like a litany of God’s great deeds in Israel’s history. 
The only existing physical evidence confirming this theory is the so called 
Podgoritza plate or cup.187 (Figure 56) Its uniqueness gives it an exceptional impor-
tance among those archaeological findings which provide a better understanding of 
early Christian iconography. The plate is a shallow glass dish. It is dated to the 
fourth century.188 The plate was found near the site of Doclea (Duklja) at Podgorica 
(Montenegro) around 1870 and is now in the collection of Hermitage in Saint Pe-
tersburg. 
The central medallion of the decoration shows Abraham sacrificing Isaac. 
(Figure 57) Around the perimeter are scenes in frieze-style (reading clockwise): Jo-
nah, Adam and Eve, the raising of Lazarus, Peter striking a tree (not a rock),189 
Daniel and the lions, Susanna. (Figure 58) These images of biblical figures are well-
known from the catacomb paintings and sarcophagus carvings.  
The engraved inscriptions running around the edge evoke the names of the 
depicted figures and their divine liberation. The Latin inscriptions on the plate are 
written by two hands. These were distinguished by E. Le Blant as a good majuscule 
and a worse minuscule, which is from a much later period.190 It is highly probable 
that the inscriptions were not done by a native Latin speaker.191 The inscriptor, who 
is supposed to have worked later, added the inscription about Peter and the word 
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resuscitat to the original inscription of Christ and Lazarus. However, P. Levi is not 
entirely convinced that the two hands would be different.192  
Running round the outer edge of the plate, the accompanying inscription 
(beginning with Jonah) reads as follows: 
DIVNAN DE VENT/RE QVETI LIBERATUS EST 
ABRAM ETET EV/AM 
DOMNVS/LAIARVM/resuscit/at 
Petrus uirga perq/uosset/fontis cipe/runt quore/re 
DANIEL DE LACO/LEONIS 
TRIS PVERI DE ECNE/CAMI 
SVSANA/DE FALSO CRI/MINE193  
Jonah is freed from the stomach of the sea monster, 
Abraham and Eve, 
the Lord resurrected Lazarus 
Peter’s staff ... [?], 
Daniel from the lion’s den, 
the three youths from the fire of the furnace, 
Susanna from a false crime. 
According to J. Spier, the exceptional occurrence of explanatory inscriptions 
next to the images explicitly shows a connection between the images and the text 
of a contemporary prayer.194 R. Sörries also states that the scenes and the inscrip-
tions attached to them on the plate evoke the formulation of the so-called ‘deliver-
ance prayers’.195  
A similar item is the St. Ursula bowl,196 found in the cemetery of Ursula-
gartenstraße in Cologne in 1866. (Figure 59) The grievously damaged gilded-glass 
plaque was reconstructed from more than 100 small pieces. The central part is al-
most entirely missing. The object might be produced in Rome in the second half of 
the fourth century.197  
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The outer perimeter of the bowl is divided into eight panels radiating from 
the ruined centre. The first two panels depict the sory of Jonah and the ketos. In the 
next image, there is Daniel in the lions’ den. Daniel is in an orante position between 
four lions. He wears a tunic with a girdle (similarly to his depiction in the Early Chris-
tian Mausoleum in Sopianae, cf. Figure 43). The fourth panel shows the Three 
Youths in the Fiery Furnace (for their iconography, see Chapter 8.2). The three na-
ked figures are also in their typical orante position, standing behind a masonry wall 
and among flames, which represent the fiery furnace. The next two images are 
abraded so much so that their identification is far from obvious. The seventh image 
is the Healing of the Paralytic, while the last panel is supposed to depict Moses 
striking the rock.  
One of the difficulties with the use of the Podgoritza plate and also the St 
Ursula bowl as a general key to unlock the early Christian iconography is that their 
purpose is not demonstrated clearly. The question, how representative they are, 
cannot be answered. The theory of the deliverance from persecution and the the-
ory of the commendatio animae prayer seem to be quite plausible explanations 
because they rely on the funerary context of the images represented in wall paint-
ings of graves or on sarcophagi. But since the context of the Podgoritza plate is un-
known, it cannot be taken for granted that it was used in a cemetery or its Sitz im 
Leben was necessarily connected to funerals or commemoration of the dead. For 
instance, the two depicted scenes from the New Testament, i.e. the rising of Laza-
rus and Peter striking the water, could be connected even to a baptismal context as 
well. No matter how unique this plate is, caution must be taken in its interpretation 
and in its recognition as firm evidence in academic arguments. Even if the Sitz im 
Leben was the commemoration of the dead or baptism, it is difficult to see in the 
plate an example for a widespread or even universal representation. 
3.5. The Theory of Scriptural Typologies 
The predominant majority of the themes in early Christian artefacts originates in 
the Bible. As these themes are connected by references to the biblical motifs, it 
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seems reasonable that they provide an exegesis on them as well. The exegetical 
function of early Christian artefacts was examined in the former section on narra-
tives of biblical stories (Chapter 2.2). It was asserted there that the regular oral exe-
gesis heard by the faithful through homilies198 and catecheses199 created a stable 
basis (even for the illiterates) to be familiar with biblical stories and to allocate them 
to the right place in the ideological scheme of their religion. 
It was also assumed before that the visual representations of stories from 
the Scriptures probably functioned as visual rather than verbal typologies and alle-
gories, which two tendencies chiefly characterized the Christian exegesis in the 
third and fourth centuries.200 However, all of this does not explain the fact properly 
that the Old Testament scenes by far outnumber those of the New Testament, es-
pecially in view of the fact that it is quite different to use these texts in homilies or 
in other written documents of the same period. 
3.6. The Theory of Sacramental Life 
This theory interprets the early Christian imagery principally as representation of 
the sacramental life of the Church of the same period. In the focus of this under-
standing, are baptism and the Eucharist as the two main sacraments of the early 
Church. This interpretation also has a long tradition among scholars.201 R. Jensen 
prefers to utilize this method of interpretation in her studies, too.202 This view is 
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more cooperative than the former theories. Its supporters do not use it exclusively, 
but much rather for the enrichment of the field of interpretation.203  
The theoretical background of this theory is given by a symbolist approach, 
which recognizes the multi-layered character of artistic symbols in early Christian 
images. The nature of the symbols itself suggests the omission of restricted or mu-
tually exclusive explanations. This approach is also related to the theory prioritizing 
the contemporary exegetical methods like allegory and typology, because it also 
highlights the existence and importance of deeper levels of meaning under the lit-
eral sense on the surface. As R. Jensen claims:  
Interpretation of many other images as either baptismal or eucharistic relies 
on a receptive sensitivity to symbolism supported by the evidence of alle-
gorical or figurative interpretations by early Christian writers.204 
According to this approach, early Christian images employed the same inter-
pretive methods that were present in homilies, scripture commentaries, treatises 
and liturgical texts of the period. These methods can be transferred over to the in-
terpretation of visual images, since the images were to signify more than mere illus-
trations of biblical stories. The stories from the Bible to which the pictures refer can 
be attributed with sacramental significance. Similarly, the visual images also hold 
sacramental interpretation by showing the sacraments as part of the divine econ-
omy.205 
3.7. Reflections 
3.7.1. The theory of Christian artefacts’ dependence on Jewish artefacts 
The relationship between Jewish and Christian artefacts continues to be one of the 
open issues of contemporary studies of the field.206 Although it is undeniable that 
Christians built on Jewish art, it is disputed amongst scholars today to what extent 
this was the case and for how long Christians had a more or less Jewish identity, 
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which naturally influenced the development of their own art tradition. Since the 
relation between Jewish and early Christian artefacts concerns the scope of this 
thesis only indirectly, all the arguments of this immense field cannot be enumerated 
and analysed here. 
The fundamental problem with this approach is that it assumes Christianity 
to be uncontaminated by Hellenistic imagery that can only imbibe that imagery via 
a contaminated Judaism. But if one admits a complex identity of Christianity, where 
individuals, people, families, communities or branches were to some extent more or 
less influenced by Hellenistic imagery, too (not only by Rabbinic Judaism that was 
probably later, after 200 AD), then the relationship cannot be simply one from a not 
less complex Judaism to a simplistically understood Christianity. Instead, there 
might have been a fundamental discourse shared between individuals and groups 
of more or less Hellenistic, Jewish and Christian backgrounds in Late Antiquity, in 
which disagreements arise within a formal framework of meaning. 
For example, it has been argued that the depiction of the crucified Christ in 
Galatians 3:1 depends on the images of suffering gods and other mythical figures 
whose images were widespread in the decorated houses of Pompeii and Hercula-
neum.207 
Another problem with this kind of interpretation is the polis- or cult-oriented 
understanding of Judaism, Christianity, Mithraism and alike. As indicated in Chapter 
1.3, new historiographical approaches are critical of it and favour a more non-
denominational understanding of religious identity and the approach of ‘lived relig-
ion’. 
Although a more complex and shaded attitude towards the religious interac-
tions in Late Antiquity has been developed, which also provides a better under-
standing of the connections between Jewish and early Christian visual art, there are 
still more questions than answers in this area. Such questions, which have not yet 
been answered satisfactorily, are: What was the attitude of Late Antique Judaism to 
the prohibition of images? How much did this attitude influence Christians’ position 
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on the issue? If it is true that Christians were Jews during the first decades after 
Jesus’ death (or even until the second Jewish war), how long was the period of es-
trangement between Jews and Christians and what was it like in the area of produc-
ing work of art?208 
3.7.2. The theory of the lost illuminated manuscript of the Bible 
The hypothesis of a lost manuscript does not seem entirely implausible, but it is 
highly problematic because of the absence of the evidence of such a manuscript 
tradition. In 1966, this theory was questioned by H. Strauss who assumed a literary 
tradition explaining the presence of rabbinical elements in early Christian artefacts 
instead of a transfer of iconographic elements.209 Later, J. Gutmann denoted that 
the existence of a manuscript as a model for the wall paintings at the synagogue in 
Dura Europos was merely hypothetical and that the comparisons between the Dura 
cycle and later Christian artefacts were not persuasive.210 
J. Lowden analyses this hypothesis in his study of the earliest illuminated 
manuscripts of the Bible.211 He highlights that it is theoretically dangerous and 
methodologically problematic to use later evidence as the basis for reconstructing 
the images in lost early biblical manuscripts. ‘Imaging the past can be instructive, 
but the pervasive element of fantasy that is inevitable must always be recognized 
and acknowledged’, he says.212 
He also challenges this approach by avoiding placing excessive emphasis on 
the illustrative nature and purpose of early Christian artefacts. According to him, 
this theory gives too much importance to the biblical text instead of images, to 
word instead of image. There are traditions which occur in these images and are 
independent or not directly connected to biblical texts. It is also important to re-
member that the vast majority of early Christians were not familiar with the biblical 
stories (e.g. with the events in Jesus’ life) through reading the sacred texts in the 
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manuscripts, but via their visual representations and their homiletic and catechet-
ical interpretations. 
Considering these challenges of this theory, Lowden sets up a new hypothe-
sis, which states that most biblical manuscripts in the early period might not have 
had images in them at all.213 He changes the direction of the influence between 
manuscript illustration and other paintings of the early Christian era. He proposes 
that the illustrated biblical manuscript was a result of the Christian demand for and 
love of sacred images that had been developing with increasing momentum 
through the fourth and fifth centuries. Lowden supposes that cycles of biblical im-
ages first appeared in public art in churches around 400, and they would have 
changed the attitudes of Christians so extensively that biblical manuscript illustra-
tion emerged as a response to those changes in the fifth and sixth centuries, when 
the first existing evidence originates from.214 
K. Kogmann-Appel’s theory is published in the same volume as J. Lowden’s, 
the volume in which the earliest biblical manuscripts are studied.215 Her main con-
cern is that rejecting the hypothesis of an early manuscript illumination in most 
cases means rejecting any influence of Jewish biblical iconography on the develop-
ment of Christian Old Testament cycles. It is also accompanied by the possibility of 
falling back on the similarly unproven hypothesis of lost writings and oral teachings 
of the Church Fathers, through which most of the rabbinic elements in early Chris-
tian artefacts were transmitted. (This second approach, which supposes oral or lit-
eral transfer, is undermined by the fact that even if a rabbinic tradition was known 
to the Church Fathers, it does not necessarily rule out the possibility of Jewish picto-
rial influence as well.) 
On the basis that Jewish-Christian contacts in Late Antiquity were a reality, 
Kogmann-Appel presumes that the contacts which worked in exegetical level (al-
though in many cases driven by polemical attitudes) could be presented in a picto-
rial level as well. Biblical exegesis and Old Testament iconography were two differ-
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ent fields in which these contacts were manifest. The influence of Jewish pictorial 
models on early Christian Old Testament iconography took place in different con-
texts and under different circumstances. Kogmann-Appel supposes that a cultural 
exchange between Christians and Jews ‘was more easily undertaken at the practi-
cal, everyday level of artistic workshops involving visual models than at the theo-
retical, exegetical, and theological levels.’216 However, what Kogmann-Appel admits 
can be agreed with. Any effort to specify such a model as being an illuminated 
manuscript, a model book, or a monumental cycle, and also, to characterize, date, 
or localize such models can only be hypothetical and often speculative.217 
Another difficulty is that the hypothetical ‘lost manuscript’ should have been 
originated in a Hellenized first- or second-century Jewish community, which accord-
ing to R. Jensen seems to have been outside the mainstream of rabbinical Juda-
ism.218 (Her observation can only be accepted with the restriction that today few 
scholars would assume anything ’mainstream’ for Rabbinic Judaism before the third 
or fourth century.) A more evident explanation seems to be that Christians used the 
same Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible as the Jews did (namely the Septua-
gint).219 These writings were understood in a frame of Christian interpretation ‘filled 
with prophetic and symbolic allusions to the coming of Christ and the establishment 
of the Christian community with its particular rituals’.220 
H. Kessler also tried to move the attention from hypothetical prototypes of 
Christian images to their cultural, religious, and theological backgrounds at a con-
ference held in Vienna in 1990.221 Kessler presented the Jewish-Christian parallels in 
art as part of the Late Antique Jewish-Christian polemical dialogue. This transfer 
demonstrates the tendency to interpret parallels in different religious groups of 
Late Antiquity in their cultural and historical contexts rather than plainly presuppos-
ing lost sources.  
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Having enumerating some observations on the hypothesis of a lost illumi-
nated manuscript in this chapter, R. Sörries’ remark can be agreed with, according 
to whom the whole question must remain open for further academic discussion.222 
3.7.3. The theory of deliverance from persecution 
This theory puts great emphasis on the social context of early Christian artefacts. J. 
Stevenson proposes that since Christians lived in a world in which danger often 
threatened and occasionally was realized, ‘scenes of peril and deliverance from un-
seen foes, the demons, who inspired pagans and persecutors, and a scene of deliv-
erance implied a victory over the demons as well’.223  
This theory, which is really useful from a social point of view as seen in the 
previous paragraph, is also used to give explanation on the decline of some of the 
most popular themes in the fourth century, especially the Jonah cycle and the story 
of Noah. After the ‘peace of Constantine,’ Christians no longer had to face the in-
stant threat of persecution and martyrdom. So, as R. Jensen states, ‘certain motifs 
were retained if they could be recycled for other uses’.224 
It would be also useful to take into account those observations of M. 
Vinzent’s that he made in his book on Christ’s Resurrection in Early Christianity and 
the Making of the New Testament.225 There he opposes the traditional approach to 
the Jonah cycle as the typology of Christ’s resurrection. In his interpretation, the 
dispute between Jesus and the Pharisees and Sadducees in the gospels226 was not 
about the resurrection of the dead, but about the arrival of the end of time, the 
final judgement. In a similar way, neither is Jesus’ simile about Jonah being in the 
stomach of the fish for three days 227 a prophecy of his own resting in the tomb for 
three days and his resurrection, nor was Jonah presented as a symbol of Christ’s 
resurrection and eternal life in early Christian writings or iconography. So according 
to Vinzent, the promise of divine intervention and deliverance is the least promi-
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nent in the interpretation of the Jonah narrative. It is much more about sin, re-
demption and preservation.228 
3.7.4. The theory of the commendatio animae 
This theory invites arguments both for and against it. One of the main advantageous 
features of this hypothesis is that it takes into account the physical context more. 
These images predominantly are connected to funerary sites, so it seems quite 
plausible that they have references to death and mourning.229 It can be argued that 
it was the wish of the dead or the family to extend the prayers for salvation after 
death by assigning them a visual form as well. Another noteworthy point is that a 
funerary prayer or even a liturgical text can be interpreted directly from the de-
ceased or the mourners’ points of view alike. 
Despite these arguments, this hypothesis also has some weak points. The 
representatives of this theory always admit its hypothetical nature and the impossi-
bility of definitive proof. However, they claim that it is so comprehensive that it is 
the best explanation among other hypotheses.230  
The main concern about this theory is that of chronology. The ordo com-
mendationis animae, which contains a similar list of biblical paradigms, cannot be 
dated to the period when the images being studied were produced.231 The earliest 
documents describing a Christian ritual for funerals do not predate the eighth and 
ninth centuries, nor do the earliest rituals for the blessing of the burial ground.232 
The commendatio animae prayer itself is denoted in liturgical manuscripts only in 
the eight century. F. Paxton presents the Gellone sacramentary as the main source 
of this prayer, but also mentions the Prague Sacramentary and the Vatican Gelasian 
sacramentary, all from the Carolingian era.233  
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The commendation of the soul prayer appears in the Gellone sacramentary 
at the end of the service of the burial with the heading: Orationis [sic] super defunc-
tum vel commendatio animae (Prayers over the dead and commendation of the 
soul), and was to be said before death during the final agony. Paxton indicates that 
it was a radical innovation in the text since the scribe did not have a usual rubric for 
this moment of the ritual and used an older expression in a new context instead.234 
The commendation in the Gellone sacramentary has the form of a litany. The 
repeated invocations present a list of comparisons of biblical persons who repre-
sent a moment in human history in which God intervened to save one of his faithful. 
They start with this introduction: ‘Free, Lord, the soul of your servant N., just as you 
freed […]’ and after it these examples are evoked:  
 Noah from the deluge,  
 Enoch and Elijah from the common death of this world,  
 Moses from the hand of Pharaoh, king of the Egyptians,  
 Job from his sufferings,  
 Daniel from the lion’s den,  
 the three boys from the fiery furnace and the hands of the evil king,  
 Jonah from the stomach of the whale,  
 Susanna from false testimony,  
 David from the hands of King Saul, Goliath and all his chains,  
 Peter and Paul from prison and torments.  
And the prayer ends with the words: ‘Thus may you see fit to free the soul of this 
person and grant it a place with you in heavenly delights.’235  
The significance of the commendatio animae in Church life can be perceived 
by the fact that it is included in an anonymous list dating from 802 to 813, which 
summarizes the knowledge required of priests as the basic knowledge of clerics.236 
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But as in many cases, there is an inclination among scholars to bridge the 
chronological gap somehow with their hypotheses to place the commendatio ani-
mae prayer and Christian funerary rites in general in an earlier period. For example, 
J. Stevenson’s argument for an earlier dating is the high frequency of the image 
repertoire, some of which are apparent in the commendation prayer as well.237 
Another attempt is to presuppose a Jewish background behind the early 
Christian funerary prayers as we have seen a similar approach in the case of the 
early Christian artefacts generally. For example, F. Paxton, analysing the oldest ex-
tant Christian prayer over a corpse, from the prayer book of Bishop Serapion of 
Thmuis from the mid-fourth century, speculates that this prayer was inspired by a 
basic pattern with a strongly biblical origin.238 This kind of prayer emphasizes the 
righteousness of God and expresses the hope that God would raise up the just again 
at the end of time.  
Paxton himself admits that manuscript witnesses for a Christian funerary lit-
urgy do not appear before the eight century. However, he deems it possible that 
there are ‘Roman’ origins behind particular elements of the rather late witnesses, 
reasoning that the general nature and structure of the Roman ordo of the funerary 
liturgy probably emerged in the fourth and fifth centuries.239 With this opinion, he 
relies on D. Sicard’s broad-ranging study of the early medieval liturgy for the dead, 
who had argued for the applicability of the manuscript tradition to earlier practices 
in the Latin Church.240 
The main difficulty of this argument (very similarly to the case of the lost 
Jewish manuscript) is that the only known Jewish parallel, the ‘Prayer for the rec-
ommendation of the soul’, which was used by J. Spier in his demonstration,241 can 
be only dated to the ninth century.  
R. Jensen has another dilemma with the hypothesis of the commendatio 
animae. According to her, there is no identicalness between the repertoire of early 
Christian images and the prayer for the deceased. It means that not all of the fig-
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ures, who are present in the ordo commendationis animae, occur in the catalogue 
of catacomb imagery (e.g. Enoch, Elijah, Lot, and Thecla).242 According to her, the 
concurrencies are coincidental. She also claims that some of the most popular bibli-
cal scenes of the catacombs remain unexplained by this hypothesis. She denotes 
Adam and Eve, Lazarus, Jonah, the multiplication of the loaves, and the baptism of 
Jesus as examples.243  
Disproof of this hypothesis can also be found in the studies of  . Rebillard. In 
his book, The Care of the Dead in Late Antiquity,244 he opposes the estimation that 
assumes collective responsibility for the relations between the living and the dead 
in the period of early Christianity. He notes that this model is closely linked to the 
similarly false idea of the existence of a Christian ritual for death and burial in the 
same period (suggested mainly by liturgists). On the contrary, Rebillard claims: ‘the 
church was no more involved in developing rituals for death and burial than it was, 
for example, for marriage.’245  
He even uses F. Paxton’s study, which has been cited in this chapter several 
times, for highlighting the fact that funerary liturgies emerged only in the Middle 
Ages, not in Late Antiquity, since church and society were rather different in these 
two periods of history.246 Rebillard maintains that the preceding and isolated occur-
rences of some of the elements from the first church authorised funerary liturgy 
cannot be a satisfactory argument for its estimated earlier dating.247  
Instead of such speculation, Rebillard, in harmony with his own theory 
dominating his book, asserts that funerals primarily remained family matters in the 
fourth and fifth centuries. There was no distinct ‘Christian ritual’ that the church 
attempted to impose on lay-Christians.248 Rebillard employs P.-A. Février’s distinc-
tion between ‘funerals of Christians’ and ‘Christian funerals’.249 Rebillard does not 
include the presence of clergy at funerals or the celebration of the Eucharist, but 
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according to his idea, they were left completely up to the family. It was also the 
family, not the church, in which the deceased were remembered. The commemora-
tion of the dead in the church was both general and anonymous in the first centu-
ries.250 
3.7.5. The theory of scriptural typologies 
This theory of scriptural typologies emphasizes the conjunction of literary docu-
ments and artefacts. One of the main advantages of this approach is that the two 
types of sources (philological and visual) are practically contemporary and derive 
from similar geographical and sociological context. It seems that they both indicate 
the general use of certain images in the evolving traditions of the early church.251 
This theory assumes that commentaries and homilies on biblical texts facilitate the 
study of the hermeneutical function of images.  
This attitude presumes a close dependence between the biblical text and its 
artistic representations. To provide a suitable example, a reference to a subse-
quently discussed argument seems appropriate. There is an ambiguous image from 
the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae which will be studied in detail in 
Chapter 8. In the iconographic identification of the picture, G. Heidl argues that it 
should be recognised as the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace rather than the Magi 
from the Gospel of Matthew, in view of the fact, that this particular painting depicts 
the text of the Book of Daniel in a more accurate way than it was usual.252 
E. Goodenough also unfolded his views on the typological attitude of early 
Christian artefacts through the example of Daniel’s story. According to him, the 
‘types,’ like Daniel in the lions’ den, may represent the triumphant Christ or the 
Christian believer saved by his faith. The two interpretations should not be sharply 
distinguished though ‘since the same symbol can, as with the sheep, represent both 
the Savior and the saved.’253 Christians frequently represented Daniel in the lions’ 
den, the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace, the Jonah cycle, Noah in the ark and the 
sacrifice of Isaac. Goodenough states that this is caused by the fact that they were 
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all types of Christ and his saving power. This opinion of Goodenough should be con-
sidered and can be argued for or against. But his other proposal in this article that 
the motivation behind this custom would have been that ‘Christians had no figures 
of their own to represent that power’254 seems to be oversimplifying the early 
Christians’ attitude to the Jewish roots and to the Hebrew Bible and also underrat-
ing their intellectual potential. 
Although R. Jensen proves herself to be sympathetic to the approach of this 
theory, she does not ignore a problematic factor about it. Because stressing the 
parallels between visual and textual interpretation of biblical narratives can over-
shadow the fact that the Bible was not the only source for the themes of early 
Christian artefacts. It does not only mean that some themes were adapted from 
oral or apocryphal traditions (e.g. Peter and Paul unchained, Peter striking the rock, 
Thecla), but also that the themes, the compositions and the ways they were fo-
cused surpass ‘what is strictly biblical either in source or in message’.255 However, 
Jensen’s conclusion confirming the role of canonical scriptures can be agreed to: 
they ‘were a proof text for every aspect of the church’s tradition more broadly’.256 
3.7.6. The theory of sacramental life 
The strength of this approach lies in its comprehensive explanation. Just as the 
whole life of the individual and of Christian communities was predominantly 
marked by and represented in sacraments (primarily baptism and Eucharist), in the 
same way, this sacramental theory embraces a wide range of aspects of early Chris-
tian iconography. This sacramental interpretation allows great consistency through-
out the analysis of early Christian iconographical programs reckoning with the con-
text, composition, and selection of the art seriously. 
This theory is akin to the hypothesis of the commendatio animae, as it also 
presumes a liturgical context or source for the iconography. However, instead of 
presupposing the existence of a particular document of early Christian worship with 
the aim to account for the subjects presented in the art, it relies on established 
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methods of biblical interpretation and catechesis.257 The allegorical or typological 
interpretation of biblical narratives in early Christian literature leads the receptive 
audience to a higher level of reality. Similarly, the sacraments are also symbolic, 
drawing the partaker into a sphere that is not attained simply through the senses. 
That is why it seems appropriate to refer to these great mysteries visually with a 
language of symbols.258 
This approach also has some aspects which cannot be taken as evidence 
without questioning. Although Christians undeniably listened to sermons that em-
ployed the exegetical strategies mentioned previously, it does not necessarily sug-
gest that artists would use the symbolic equations of those theologians whose writ-
ings have survived. (A. Grabar argues, however, that theologians like Origen, Tertul-
lian, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose, and Augustine invited the artists of images to do 
that.259) Based on these, a moderate and safer conclusion proposed by R. Jensen 
can be supported, whereby these pictorial figures or literary allusions shared a 
common and more general purpose, which was ‘to draw out the hidden or deeper 
implication of stories from scripture.’260 
Another aspect of this model that would suggest some caution is that it can-
not be applicable to all cases. There are images which obviously fit the model but 
not all of them. For instance, scenes like the raising of Lazarus, Daniel in the lions’ 
den, or Adam and Eve are not typically considered part of the sacramental (or bap-
tismal) cycles but frequently occur in the catacomb paintings.  
There are other biblical narratives which are connected to baptism in patris-
tic literature but are not represented in visual art. R. Jensen instances some of those 
most obvious typologies from the literature that rarely appear in the paintings. 
These are: Jesus walking on the water (Matthew 14:22-33),261 the crossing of the 
Red Sea (Exodus 14), Naaman, the Syrian’s cleansing (2 Kings 5), Elisha throwing the 
axe-head into the Jordan (2 Kings 6:5-7), Nicodemus asking about being born again 
(John 3:1-21) or the blood and water flowing from Jesus’ side at the crucifixion (John 
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19:34).262 These all are present in fourth-century catechetical documents as differ-
ent types of baptism.263 So this model cannot be viewed as a sole and general ex-
planation for all the imagery, either. 
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4.  Pannonia and Sopianae 
Before moving to the early Christian art scenery of Sopianae to read it against the 
background, which have been set out in the previous chapters, Roman Pannonia 
and Sopianae will be studied in this chapter to allow a better understanding of the 
historical and social background of the people in Sopianae. For this purpose, this 
chapter will provide a short introduction to the history of Pannonia and particularly, 
of Sopianae. It will be demonstrated how the geopolitical position of the province 
effected the identity of its population. The history of Christianity in the region will 
be overviewed highlighting the role of Arianism in it. Finally, the history of the Chris-
tian community in Sopianae will be studied and the assumption of an episcopal see 
in the town considered. 
4.1. The Province of Pannonia and Pannonian Identity 
Following a campaign by the young Tiberius in 15 BC, Pannonia was officially an-
nexed in 11 BC. (Figure 1) The process of the annexation is rather obscure. How-
ever, it was probably a gradual advance northwards as far as the line of the Da-
nube.264 The province was itself created and formed by the Romans to administer a 
large and exceedingly diverse area. After the rebellion of the Pannonians with the 
Dalmatians and other Illyrian tribes between 6 and 12 AD, the province of Illyricum 
was dissolved, and its lands were divided between the new provinces of Pannonia in 
the north and Dalmatia in the south. The date of the division is unknown, most cer-
tainly after 20 AD, but before 50 AD. 
The geography of Roman Pannonia shows great diversity. (Figure 2) Its terri-
tory included mountains, steppe lands, broad expanses of alluvial soils and vast for-
ests. The two major climatic zones of Europe, the Mediterranean and north-
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European collide in this region. This diversity and the fact that it was a meeting 
place of the northern and southern cultures and mentalities became palpable in the 
lifestyles of the populations which adapted themselves to these environments.265 
The Danube formed the natural boundary of the province to the north up to 
the great bend in the river north of modern Budapest and the eastern boundary 
south of the bend almost as far as modern Belgrade where the flow gradually re-
turns to an eastwardly course. The rivers Drava and Sava, two main tributaries of 
the Danube also fell within the territory of Roman administration. The situation of 
Pannonia province was highly characterised by its location on the edge of the Ro-
man Empire. 
This position at the frontier brought about several consequences. One of 
them was the presence of Roman legions in the region, which gave the province a 
general military character. Another consequence was the ambiguous connection to 
the barbarian peoples on the other side of the limes. They were considered outsid-
ers, even the enemy who should be kept out. The evenly spaced forts along the 
limes served as military strongholds for this purpose. During the second half of the 
fourth century, a series of rectangular, fortress-like enclosures were built along the 
limes providing an interior frontier line behind the Danube. The walls of these set-
tlements were typically strengthened by round towers, so that the enclosed grana-
ries for the imperial annona, churches and slighter structures were secured inside of 
them.266 
The same locations proved to be excellent centres of commercial dealings 
with the barbarians. It is no wonder that tribes living near the riverine frontier of 
the Danube preferred the stable peace to resistance to Rome in many cases. The 
harmonious connection was mutually beneficial since trade between the neighbour-
ing populations meant economic advantages for both sides. For example, the Quadi 
and the Marcomanni who lived outside the limes of Pannonia in the territory of 
modern Moravia and Slovakia had a long history as that of friendly barbarians.267  
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There is a story in the historiography of Ammianus Marcellinus that demon-
strates this attitude of the barbarians.268 In 375, emperor Valentinian I (364-375)’s 
attention was turned to the middle Danubian region and particularly to his home 
province of Pannonia. He spent three months at Carnuntum in the northern part of 
Pannonia, and also led a punitive attack against barbarian villages from Aquincum 
across the Danube. After he returned to Brigetio, representatives of the Quadi ap-
proached him seeking amnesty. In their petition, foreign brigands were blamed for 
anti-Roman behaviour who might have infiltrated into their territory near the river. 
They mentioned an affront against them caused by Roman fort-building across the 
Danube. This drove Valentinian into a fit of apoplectic anger and he died of a sei-
zure.269 Nonetheless, peace came into being through the emperor’s leading gener-
als. The demolition of the bridge across the Danube, which had been built to enable 
an invasion of barbarian territory, was ordered.270 
The geopolitical position of the province, the population containing a good 
number of migrants from other parts of the Empire and the special relationship be-
tween its inhabitants and the neighbouring peoples, which has been demonstrated 
previously, had a great impact on the identity development of the province.  
The immigrants had different attitudes towards the construction and pres-
entation of their identities in Pannonia. Partly, they were to maintain Barbarian 
otherness, partly, they were assiduous in taking up a Roman identity, or probably 
even more so, they were somewhere between the two extremes on the scale of 
assimilation. The Pannonian identity was not monolithic, rather composed of many 
different shades of the palette. Pannonia’s population, similarly to the other Danu-
bian provinces, gained the real character of its identity during the fourth century. 
The specifically Pannonian identity was individualized by indigenous elements which 
had primarily patriotic and religious features. 
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Two Croatian scholars, D. Dzino and A. D. Kunić have provided a plausible 
presentation of the Pannonian identity.271 They affirm that the particular context of 
the Pannonian identity-narrative became most expressed from 363 to 383 during 
the reigns of the Pannonian emperors, namely Jovian, Valentinian I, Valens and Gra-
tian. These emperors stemmed from the specifically military culture of the Illyri-
ciani, who fought for Rome many times and protected the frontiers of the Empire. 
The external and internal perception of these emperors’ identity is based on this. 
They identified themselves as the guardians of Rome and through this, of ancient 
Roman virtues. They developed their own version of Romanness. This self-image 
emphasized their manliness, military bravery and courageous commitment to patria 
Pannonia. This self-perception probably developed and maintained by the Illyriciani 
was transmitted and expanded to the whole population of Pannonia. The other side 
of the coin was the negative stereotype adhered to these militant people. They 
were considered ‘as a crude, uncultured and cruel bunch: the internal “others” of 
the Empire.’272 
There were changes in the Pannonian society in the fourth century. These 
changes can be detected through the development of settlements in the urban and 
in the rural areas as well. The countryside was the scene of the rise of fortified vil-
las, the so called villae rusticae, which beyond being the centres of the agricultural 
production became the hubs of industry, trade, defence and religion locally. ‘They 
represented the backbone of Pannonian economy.’273 
There is also archaeological evidence that there was a flowering city life par-
ticularly in the southern region of Pannonia, like in Siscia, Mursa, Sirmium or Sopia-
nae in the fourth century. The reason for the development of the towns in the inner 
part of Pannonia lies in a change regarding how the defence of the limes was organ-
ised. The new strategy in the fourth century withdrew all or parts of the major mili-
tary troops into the interior of the provinces in order to produce a concentrated and 
mobile force which could be called out and used in action as needed. This realign-
ment eventuated a decline of the towns on the frontiers, like Aquincum, and the 
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emersion of other better situated ones, like Sopianae. This strategical reorganiza-
tion led to great changes in Sopianae in particular, as it shall be discussed later. In 
parallel with this process, the presence of people with recent barbarian ancestry 
increased in the army and also new settlers from similar background appeared in 
the countryside.274 
The development of urban life provided fertile soil for the early develop-
ment of Christianity in the area as it will be discussed in the following section. The 
increasing progress of Christianity made the palette of identities even more multi-
coloured in the province. The question of a special Christian identity in the period 
will be studied in the chapter discussing burial chambers of the Sopianae cemetery. 
The Christian–non-Christian dichotomy will prove to have an extreme importance in 
the interpretation of the decoration of the Burial Chamber with the Jar (see Chapter 
10.2). 
There is an illustrious figure in fourth-century Pannonia who can serve as a 
proper example for a complex personal identity-narrative from the same region and 
era. The church father Jerome (347-420) was born in Stridon, in an unidentified 
town on the frontier between Pannonia and Dalmatia, to a rich landowning fam-
ily.275 Jerome’s personal identity was compound. The Roman inheritance and liter-
acy, the social status in the provincial elite and the sense of Christianity was inter-
woven in his identity and formed a complex whole. 
4.2. Sopianae and the Subdivision of Pannonia 
Pannonia province was first divided into two parts at the end of the first century 
and these two Pannonian provinces were further apportioned into halves in the last 
decade of the third century. This second subdivision proved to be crucial in the his-
tory of the town of Sopianae. (Figure 3) 
During the reign of Emperor Diocletian (284-305), the earlier larger prov-
inces, Pannonia Superior and Pannonia Inferior were subdivided into smaller parts 
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due to a reform in government and administration. Human and fiscal resources 
were concentrated upon provincial capitals and a few other towns in the interior of 
Pannonia. It made some of them prosper as never before. 
Because of this, the region of the former Pannonia Inferior north to the 
Drava became the province Valeria, to the south Pannonia Secunda. Sopianae hav-
ing become the capital of the province Valeria flourished as the provincial govern-
ment was shifted there. Following the military troops and the imperial bureaucracy, 
the hub of agriculture and commerce also transferred into the interior of the prov-
ince. For example, agricultural production organized around villas was thriving 
around Sopianae at this time.276 
It also happened during this reorganization that the previously unified ad-
ministration was separated: the home of the civil governor (praeses) became Sopia-
nae, while the military commissioner (dux) was incessantly housed in Aquincum.277 
Nonetheless, Aquincum, the former centre of the province turned into decline, 
since its garrison was reduced on imperial orders. 
E. Tóth challenged the theory that ascertains that the relocation of the civil 
administration centre to Sopianae caused the sudden efflorescence of the town. On 
the contrary, he asserts that the process was reverse. In the second half of the third 
century, Sopianae had been developing in such a pace that it led to it being elected 
as the centre of the newly established province of Valeria. The governor and his 
officium moved to Sopianae since Sopianae had already been on the journey of ur-
banization and development.278 (Figure 4) 
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4.3. Christianity in Pannonia and in Sopianae 
Christianity moved into the Danube provinces in the second half of the third cen-
tury. The advance of Christianity, however, occurred in a significantly slower pace in 
Pannonia compared to the neighbouring Balkans or Italy.279 This peculiarity in the 
history of the province has been explained by the predominance of the army in local 
society and politics,280 the low level of urbanization,281 the undifferentiated and in 
many ways archaic character of society in Pannonia282 and by the lack of a Hel-
lenized, Greek speaking population in the province.283  
There is no evidence of Christian communities in Pannonia from before the 
middle of the third century.284 The first certain indication for the Pannonian Chris-
tian hierarchy originates from around 260. Pollio, a lector in Cibalae, who was mar-
tyred in 303, mentions Eusebius, the bishop of the same town, as an example, since 
his own martyrdom occurred on the same day of the year as Eusebius’.285 According 
to Pollio, Eusebius’ execution took place earlier (persecutio superior), most probably 
during the persecutions ordered by Emperor Valerian.286 
It seems possible that Christians not only lived at Cibalae at this time, but 
they might have already appeared in some other places in the territories between 
the rivers Drava and Sava. The earliest communities were established in the sur-
rounding area of Sirmium at Singidunum, Mursa, and Siscia in the Danube–Sava 
region, ‘where Orientals attracted to the headquarters of the Illyriciani and later to 
the imperial court’.287 If these communities had really existed, they must have been 
affected by the persecutions, too.288 
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The expansion of the Christian communities occurred between the above-
mentioned persecutions in the middle of the third century and the next one at the 
beginning of the fourth century.289 Christians enjoyed a relative freedom and peace-
ful community life in this region, too for about half a century after the reign of Em-
peror Valerian. Former community rooms and cemeteries could be used again and 
even new ones might have been built, although the signs of Christian presence re-
main still scattered up to the Constantinian era.290 
The first followers of the Christian faith were basically Greek-speakers in 
Pannonia. On the basis of the surviving grave inscriptions, the majority of Christians 
in Pannonia bore Greek names,291 similarly to bishops.292 The proportion of Latin 
bishops prevails only from the middle of the fourth century onwards. However, also 
not all with Latin names are assumed to have been of local origin, but rather 
Greek.293  
The fact that many Christians had a Hellenised eastern background does not 
exclude the assumption that most of them immigrated to Pannonia via the great 
ports of the Adriatic Sea, which were important sites of trade between the eastern 
and western parts of the empire. Presumably, just the vivid economic relations can 
give an explanation as to why the Oriental immigration, and with it the presence of 
Christians did not cease after the crises in the third century at all. Among the mer-
chant cities, Aquileia294 played a primary role in the history of Pannonian Christian-
ity. Christianity advanced through the mediation of the church of the Northern Ital-
ian city of Aquileia, which followed the orthodoxy of the Roman church.295 
In Pannonia, not only orthodox groups of Christianity were present. The 
provinces of Illyricum and Pannonia were the centre of Arianism in the western half 
of the Roman Empire.296 The Arian position was asserted at different synods in the 
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350s and 360s, especially at the synod of Sirmium in 357,297 ‘which drafted the ear-
liest Latin statement on Arianism extant today’.298 The Arian influence was mostly 
present in the proximity of the imperial court at Sirmium where the members of the 
hierarchy could be involved in high politics. ‘The bishops of towns that lay further 
from Sirmium either played no part at all or entered church politics only as secon-
dary followers of this party or the other.’299 
Arianism lost its influence due to the efficient activity of Bishop Ambrose of 
Milan. In 378, Arian heresy was unanimously condemned by the bishops who as-
sembled for a synod in Sirmium, and with Ambrose’s support, Anemius became the 
new orthodox bishop of Sirmium, the previous centre of the Arians in the region.300 
The conversion to orthodoxy culminated at the anti-Arian synod of Aquileia in 381 
when the last Arian bishop from Pannonia was deposed.301  
Even if there is no direct evidence for it, Arianism has been associated with 
Sopianae, too. T. Nagy supposed that a certain Paulus, who is mentioned as an Ar-
ian bishop in Pannonia in the 360s, was the head of the church in Sopianae.302 This 
assumption was discredited by A. Mócsy303 and later by K. Hudák as well.304 It is 
difficult to present any relevant archaeological evidence in favour of the presence 
of Arians in Sopianae.305 
Although Arianism and other non-orthodox Christian tendencies are well 
documented in literal sources, it is difficult to demonstrate their presence through 
non-literal evidences because of the general spread and meaning of early Christian 
symbols and items. Despite this, K. Hudák attempted to evince the visual represen-
tation of the clash between orthodoxy and Arianism in the iconographic program of 
the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae.306 
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It seems highly probable that besides the municipal episcopal sees, there 
were numerous smaller regional bishoprics established in other Pannonian towns. 
The Christian communities of Savaria, Scarbantia, Gorsium and Aquincum all might 
have had their own bishops.307 The same can also be assumed of Sopianae. 
There is no surviving mention of any bishop of Sopianae. A. Mócsy’s remark 
can be applied as an explanation for this fact. According to him, since the bishops, 
who lived further off the imperial centre at Sirmium, typically took part in the dif-
ferent political and church political affairs in less amount, they were named in the 
sources only exceptionally or by chance.308 
However, the existence of a hypothesized episcopal see in Sopianae can be 
well argued. One of the main arguments for the assumption of a bishopric see in 
Sopianae is based on contemporary ecclesial law.309 Canon 6 of the Synod of Serdica 
in 341 ordered that the villages and smaller towns needed to be presided over 
presbyters with the more populous cities by bishops. This was affirmed in canon 57 
of the Synod of Laodicea in the 360/70s.310  
A second reasonable argument in favour of a bishop in Sopianae is its com-
parison to other towns of Pannonia of a similar status. According to T. Nagy, Sopia-
nae should have been the ecclesiastical centre of province Valeria, naturally with an 
episcopal see, in the same way as Savaria and Siscia, the other headquarters of 
praeses.311 
There is a third argument for an episcopal see in Sopianae. O. Gábor has 
used archaeological data of the cemetery of Sopianae to argue for the well-
organized character of the local church.312 (Figure 5) His arguments are the follow-
ing: the existence of a separated Christian part in the cemetery of Sopianae; the 
established structure, roads and drainage in this cemetery area; the possible pres-
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ence of martyr relics in Burial Chamber Nos. I and V; the community buildings in the 
cemetery (like Cella Septichora, a community crypt in 8 Apáca Street, Burial Cham-
ber No. V, the hypothesized cemetery basilica) or the rebuilding of others for com-
munity purposes (like the Early Christian Mausoleum or 14 Apáca Street); and the 
adherence to the traditional Christian funerary practices (the lack of cremation, the 
orientation of graves and cemetery buildings, the apsidal closure of the buildings, 
the modesty of items buried in the graves, the frequency of Christian symbols in the 
decoration). This archaeological argument supports the assertion of a well-
organized Sopianae church. O. Gábor’s conclusion is that such a church must have 
been headed by a bishop.313  
The available sources of the Christian community in Sopianae are rather spo-
radic.314 It is the archaeological findings that provide direct and indirect information 
about church life in the town predominantly, as previously seen in O. Gábor’s argu-
ment. 
                                                          
313
 Ibid., 120. 
314
 A good collection and analysis of the Roman inscriptions is provided by C. Pozsárkó, ’Sopianae 
korabeli források és feliratos kőemlékek alapján’ [Sopianae Based on the Contemporary Sources and 
Stone Monuments with Inscriptions] (2001). 
83 
 
5.  The Question of the Presence of Martyr 
Relics in Sopianae 
In this section, the question of the presence of martyr relics in Sopianae, particularly 
in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber will be analysed. First, some preliminary 
remarks will be made on the cult of martyrs generally, and particularly on the 
Church of Rome in the fourth century. The attitude towards martyrs was expressed 
through the veneration and translation of their relics and through the erection of 
the martyria, the term referring to memorial places of martyr cults. Some writings 
of Gregory of Nyssa will be cited to present a contemporaneous voice on martyr 
cult. This study will refer to the role of Pope Damasus I and Bishop Ambrose of Mi-
lan in the promotion of the cult of the martyrs in the Western church. Then, the 
hypothesis of the presence of martyr relics in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
will be examined studying archaeological and iconographic parallels.  
5.1. Remarks on Christian Burial Customs in the Fourth 
Century 
To learn more about the position of the late Roman upper classes (either ‘pagan’ or 
Christian), studying the funerary customs of that period cannot be avoided. Burials 
and the associated artefacts from the Roman world are disproportionately overrep-
resented among the archaeological evidence. The aim of this section is to remark on 
some specific points of the Christian funerary traditions in the fourth century. Some 
general characteristics of Christian burials will be discussed in a socio-historical con-
text. Later, two features of the Christian burial customs of the fourth century will be 
highlighted: first, the similarities between the dual function of the Roman house 
and the Roman tomb, and then the importance of the closeness of the buried per-
son to the martyrs and saints with respect to both topography and art.  
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5.1.1. Remarks on the quality of relationship between groups in the late Ro-
man society 
The contemporaneous attitude of the upper classes to arts was an exceptional 
openness. The new élites formed in the fourth century were characterized by inclu-
siveness in flavour. The splendid new art of the age is mainly the work of craftsmen 
and patrons who felt themselves shaken free from the restraints of previous gen-
erations.’315 P. Brown asserts:  
Like so much of the religion and the culture of Late Antiquity, the distinctive 
‘Late Antique’ style of the art of the fourth century was not a totally new de-
parture: it has its roots in a culture obscurely prepared in the two proceed-
ing centuries, by humble men who still lived in the shadow of exclusive aris-
tocracies.316 
Studying the status of Christians in society, Brown declares that although a 
Christian was a real member of the local community living in any corner of the Ro-
man Empire, ‘he could become a radical cosmopolitan. His literature, his beliefs, his 
art and his jargon were extraordinarily uniform, whether he lived in Rome, Lyons, 
Carthage or Smyrna.’317 According to this perspective, the fact that Christians 
shared their belief with groups of like-minded people all over the empire made 
them associated with each other on a deeper level than with those living in their 
more immediate community on any other segment of their lives. 
There are other directions in the academic studies of this area. There are 
scholars who put a greater stress on the similar attitudes among the different 
groups of the late Roman society and the continuity with the previous periods. In 
his recent article, M. Humphries has demonstrated providing a series of evidence 
that the population of Late Antique cities were as conscious of their honour and 
status as their predecessors had been in the early imperial era. He mentions the 
fact that a great number of bishops around the Roman Empire were often affected 
by distress because status concerns intruded into their basilicas and distracted the 
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celebration of the liturgy.318 He cites one of the homilies of John Chrysostom, which 
contains scathing criticism against the arrogance of men: 
In just the same way the rich man enters [the church], displaying himself to 
the poor man, instilling awe in him with his sartorial equipment, and his 
many slaves surrounding him to shoo away the crowd. […] Indeed, he consid-
ers that because he has come to church, he has graced us and the people – 
and perhaps even God. (John Chrysostom, Hom. in 2 Thess, 3.3) 
It is noteworthy in how many ways the places of the living and the dead 
overlapped in Roman tradition. In his study, A. Wallace-Hadrill makes a comparison 
between the traditional Roman house and the Roman tomb. According to him, the 
Roman domus has a Janus-like character, looking in two directions, outwards and 
inwards.  
It looks outwards to the world beyond its doors, foris, and to those visitors 
from outside who penetrate its doors. In looking to the outsiders (strangers, 
clients, guests, friends, outsiders in varying degrees) it seeks to impress, and 
makes statements about the status and identity of the insiders. Simultane-
ously it looks inwards, domi, for it is a space also articulated for the insiders, 
who have their own crucial social distinctions: slave and free, men and 
women, adults and children.319 
This dual function is similarly valid for the Roman tomb.  
It looks outward, to the passing visitor, the hospes often invoked by the epi-
taph, the unknown stranger who stands for everybody, since the tomb is de-
liberately placed close to the major thoroughfares leading into the city. [...] 
But they also look inward, to a closed circle of the family, those who gather 
with their wine and roses and violets on the festal days, and gradually, one 
by one, take their resting places within.320 
A. Wallace-Hadrill’s hypothesis proposes that external and internal functions 
are present in all Roman burials at the same time, but that the balance between 
them can vary substantially. He asserts that the outward and inward divisions are in 
a complex relationship, whose patterns changed over time.321 
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5.1.2. Remarks on Christian burial customs 
The burial of the dead played an important role in the life of early Christians. It was 
regarded as a duty of supreme importance among them, in the same way as among 
all their contemporaries, particularly when individuals belonged to the same house-
hold or funerary association.322 The death of a family member, friend, or dependent 
was a far more common experience in the lives of Romans than for us today.323 J. 
Bodel estimates that although we know only of approximately 1% of the burials 
from the city of Rome from 25 BC to 325 AD,324 yet their significance is outstanding, 
because it provides ‘a much more material attestation of a facet of ordinary life in 
Rome than survives for any other aspect of sociocultural life.’325  
If we try to extend our understanding about the sociological background of 
early Christians in the late Roman Empire, tombs can lead to useful consequences, 
for they demonstrated the wealth or social position of the deceased and his family. 
On the basis of the general arrangement and the visual decoration of a grave or a 
tomb, it is possible to draw conclusions about the financial status, religious de-
nomination or artistic taste of the customers. This deducing process can be done 
more effectively in the case of the upper layer of society. As J. Stevenson states: 
The cost of decoration must generally have been borne by the more well-to-
do Christians, and the social status of Christians buried in this or that part of 
a cemetery may be estimated from the amount of paintings, or of positions 
suitable for paintings.326 
Roman tombs were not only for commemorating the deceased, but they 
were used as gathering places for the living as well as for the dead. Family members 
and friends visited graves at specified times in order to honour the departed, espe-
cially by sharing a meal with them. As R. Jensen states: ‘consolation and nourish-
ment were thus offered to mourners as well as to their departed loved ones, and 
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social contact was established at least briefly, between the upper and lower 
worlds.’327 More elaborate family enclosures (including furnishings, facilities for 
pouring libations, or preparing and sharing simple food offerings) and grave goods 
(like drinking cups, bowls, and other dishware) give evidence of the prosperity of 
the particular family.  
5.1.3. In the closeness of saints: martyria in provinces and burial ad sanctos 
in Rome 
Finding a resting place close to the tombs of martyrs had a high value among the 
Christians of the fourth century. The promotion of the martyr cult during the papacy 
of Damasus (366-384) increased the number of the so called burials ad sanctos,328 
although it was already present in a moderate form in the decades before him.329 
Later, not only the physical closeness itself was essential, but also its architectural 
and visual expression.  
Studying private worship and religious changes in Late Antiquity, K. Bowes 
has demonstrated that relic cult played an important role in the Christian life of 
provincial and suburban elites. They often enriched their mausolea with relics. Such 
was the deaconess Eusebia who had the relics of the Forty Martyrs placed over her 
casket in her villa-mausoleum.330 In 394, Rufinus as a prefect built a great martyrium 
to the apostles Peter and Paul adjoining his villa at Chalcedon, whose relics he had 
acquired during a visit to Rome some five years previously. This villa-Apostoleion 
complex also included his own tomb, near the relics.331 Relying on this evidence, K. 
Bowes suggests that provincial elites may have done the same in other parts of the 
empire, although she admits that the evidence is far from conclusive.332 The estima-
tion that wealthier Christians seem to have tended predominantly to spend money 
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on their own family graves and on the tombs of the martyrs at the same time is not 
far from the truth.333 
Such was the case with the mausoleum set near the villa of La Alberca 
(Murcia) in southern Hispania.334 (Figure 60) Bowes supposes that the mausoleum 
there may have been designed straight to copy an existing martyr shrine. The two-
storey structure, bristling with buttresses, tries to imitate the more famous mar-
tyrium in Marusinac near Salona in Dalmatia.335 (Figure 61)  
There, the martyr’s remains were laid in the crypt apse, while private, family 
graves were placed in the main crypt chamber. Kim Bowes puts the question:  
By the later 4th or early 5th century when the La Alberca mausoleum was 
constructed, the Dalmatian martyr shrine had become an important site of 
veneration: could this Spanish aristocrat have built his or her own mauso-
leum to evoke it?336 
This example is even more interesting because of the resemblance between 
the mausolea at Marusinac and La Alberca with the so called Early Christian Mauso-
leum in Sopianae in their shape, structure and size.337 (Figure 40) It is arguable that 
as the mimic of the same building was similar as was the intention behind it, too. 
The pictorial representation of the same design which is to be accompanied 
by saints can be found in some wall paintings of Roman catacombs. The company of 
martyrs or saints was intended to suggest their support of the deceased, to repre-
sent the paradisiacal atmosphere which they share and to shatter the limit between 
heaven and earth.338 In the famous fresco of an arcosolium at the Catacomb of 
Domitilla, the martyr Petronilla introduces the deceased aristocrat Veneranda into 
the garden of Paradise.339 (Figure 64) In the Catacomb of Commodilla, in the Cubicu-
lum Leonis, martyrs Felix and Adauctus are located on the two prominent sides of 
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the painted tabula inscriptionis.340 In the cubiculum in the cemetery of SS Peter and 
Marcellinus on Via Labicana, four venerated martyrs are arranged around a lamb at 
the base of a pyramid with Christ between the apostles Peter and Paul at the sum-
mit.341 (This last image will be used later as a parallel to the iconography of the SS 
Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae, cf. Chapter 5.4.2 and Figure 71.) 
5.2. Some Remarks on the Cults of Martyrs 
The veneration of martyrs became widespread in Christian communities all over the 
world from the late fourth century onwards. Just as ‘pagan’ heroes342 were hon-
oured in the cult of that family or group they belonged to, in the same way, the con-
text of the cult of Christian martyrs was the ‘family’, too, but in a peculiar Christian 
sense.343 The believers constituted a ‘family’ in which they were connected to one 
another in brotherhood. Thus, although the veneration of martyrs shows similarities 
to ‘pagan’ hero or ancestor worship in Antiquity, its scope was more extensive than 
that of the ‘pagan’ cult of heroes.344 
The main substance of the martyr cult was that their honour grants a chan-
nel of communication between the believer and God. It was believed by Christians 
that the martyrs, as true witnesses to their faith, were rewarded with paradisiacal 
happiness and being in God’s presence forever. They are actually alive, not dead at 
all and therefore, they have the capacity of interceding on behalf of their ‘brothers 
and sisters’.345  
5.2.1. The cult of martyrs in Rome in the fourth century 
Emperor Constantine the Great (306-337) started constructions in Rome on a 
monumental level.346 He commissioned the construction of such classical public 
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buildings in the inner city from public funds, as his own triumphal arch next to the 
Colosseum, the arch of Ianus on the Forum Boarium, the Basilica Nova on the Fo-
rum and his baths on the Quirinal Hill. At the same time, Christian basilicas were 
built on the emperor’s private grounds outside the city from private funding. Com-
memorative buildings (memoriae) were erected above the graves of St Peter, St 
Paul, St Lawrence, St Sebastian, SS Peter and Marcellinus and St Agnes in the sub-
urbs of Rome. The series of these new Christian basilicas and mausolea encom-
passed the city like a ring.347 These constructs were private buildings (res privata) 
and they did not only commemorate the martyrs but also provided resting place for 
the members of the imperial family.  
The Constantinian buildings commemorating the Roman martyrs show a pe-
culiarity. They were built outside the city, as cemeteries at the time were located 
outside the city walls in harmony with Roman law.348 Since Constantine wished to 
provide honourable resting place for the members of his family, he appointed 
graves to them ad sanctos, i.e. in the very closeness to the martyrs’ tombs. But why 
were these buildings built directly above the tombs of the martyrs even if the loca-
tion was less suitable for the construction in some cases? It has been suggested that 
the Roman church and therefore also Constantine adhered to the original resting 
places because the integrity of the graves was sacrosanct.349 The lex dedicationis, 
which secured the temples of the gods, also prohibited the sacrilege of tombs.350 
The cult of the martyrs and their relics differed from their contemporaneous 
cult in the Eastern part of the Roman Empire in this respect. There, the relics of the 
martyrs were taken out from the graves and removed without concern. The pur-
pose of the translatio of the relics was donation to distant places in many cases. 
However, the disturbance and relocation of corpses seem to have been out of ques-
tion in Rome. Since in Roman law and religion, the grave and the temple were 
equally res sacra, Constantine was able to connect and transform them into a single 
construct. However, as it will be demonstrated later on in this chapter, this concern 
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with the translation of the relics was passing away and the attitude towards the 
relics of the martyrs changed in the Western region of the church after Constantine 
in the fourth century. 
Before Constantine, there were no particular buildings commemorating mar-
tyrs. The cult of the martyrs had been a phenomenon of spiritual reverence rather 
than honouring their burial places with special constructs. Martyrs’ tombs were to 
be found among other graves, even in the vicinity of non-Christian graves. They 
were not buried separately in special Christian cemeteries since such cemeteries did 
not exist in those days at all. The archaeological evidence attesting cemeteries 
shared by Christians and non-Christians is overwhelming. It seems irrefutable that 
Christians and ‘pagans’ were buried in the same places throughout the fourth cen-
tury, if not beyond.351  . Rebillard gave good evince that religion had little bearing 
on the choice of a burial place in Late Antiquity. He states that  
[...] Christians, like other religious groups, did not have religious reasons for 
favoring some form of communal burial over family burial. Funerary prac-
tices and, specifically, the choice of burial place does not appear to have 
been, in the Roman Empire, an important element in the constructing of re-
ligious identity.352  
Constantine’s diligence to promote the veneration of the martyrs by erecting 
basilicas above their graves and family mausolea next to them did not have antece-
dents in Christian tradition. J. Guyon appositely asserted that martyrs did not cause 
the construction of basilicas but those Constantinian basilicas created the cult of 
martyrs.353 Constantine wanted the heroes of Christians to receive a similar public 
veneration as other well-known heroes, thus he chose the traditional way of the 
honour: to raise monumental buildings above their tombs. Therefore, these build-
ings and the commemoration of the martyrs in them was not a linear development 
inside Christianity, but rather another example for the mutual exchanges and mani-
fold correlations in the late Roman society. 
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Although the martyrs’ memorial was documented and preserved in martyr 
acts in Rome,354 the first evidence of their special commemoration or cult originates 
only from the end of the third century.355 The regular visitation of the holy graves is 
attested by Jerome when at the age of 80, he recalls his student life in Rome in the 
360s and mentions his and his fellow students’ practice to pay a visit to the graves 
of the apostles and martyrs on Sundays. He writes: 
When I was a boy at Rome and was being educated in liberal studies, I was 
accustomed to visit on Sundays the sepulchres of the apostles and martyrs 
accompanied by others with similar age and interest. And often did I enter 
the crypts, deep dug in the earth, with their walls on either side lined with 
the bodies of the dead, where everything is so dark that it almost seems as if 
the psalmist’s words were fulfilled: Let them go down alive into hell (Ps. 
55.15). (Jerome, Commentarii in Hezechielem, 12.243-9)356 
It cannot be excluded that this reminiscence was influenced by the later develop-
ment in the cult of Roman martyrs that Jerome experienced during his lifetime.  
In the second half of the fourth century, Christianity gained a public status 
for itself in Rome and the sacred places in the city went through a significant devel-
opment. It was during the pontificate of Pope Damasus I (366-384) that Rome 
achieved a special Christian character. This was manifested in greater exposure of 
Christian imagery and objects in the city, i.e. the confirmation of the papal authority 
and organization of the cult of saints. In this period, the Roman church was getting 
isolated from the Constantinian conception of the church and attempted to have its 
primacy recognized on a Petrine basis among the churches and before the emperor. 
Pope Damasus could achieve noteworthy results in this area not without the ar-
rangement of the network of local ‘holy places’ which formed Rome to be the ‘Urbs 
sancta’ (the holy City). 
During the pontificate of Damasus, an inventory was drawn up to find the 
location of the graves of the martyrs.357 Before that time, ‘martyrial graves did not 
generally differ (in terms of physical appearance) from the other graves that could 
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be found in the catacombs.’358 The research ordered by Damasus proved to be suc-
cessful, since while the catalogue from the time of Pope Liberius (352-366) (Cata-
logus Liberianus), also called Depositio Martyrum,359 numerated 46 Roman martyrs 
and bishops in the year of 354, the Martyrologium Hieronymianum in the fifth cen-
tury catalogued more than 150.360 
The invigorating effect on the martyrs’ cult caused by Damasus’ activity can 
be detected through the new wave of constructions all over in the Roman cata-
combs.361 This was brought about by the increasing number of visitors who arrived 
in larger groups particularly at the tombs of the martyrs.362 Considerable shafts 
were constructed to bring down air and light into the subterranean galleries of the 
catacombs. Since visitors demanded not only an opportunity to pray at these sites, 
but also the opportunity for physical contact, the rooms that housed the venerated 
tombs were enlarged. New staircases were also constructed to adjust to the in-
creased demands and at the same time, to facilitate a better flow of pilgrims orien-
tating them in only one direction.363 This system of ‘one-way traffic’ is called gradus 
ascensionis et descensionis as the poet Prudentius mentioned it in the early fifth 
century when writing about visits to the tomb of the martyr Hippolytus on Via 
Tiburtina.364 
Pope Damasus highlighted the significance of the martyrs by his commemo-
rative poems. These metrical inscriptions were engraved into large marble slabs in 
superb capital letters by the calligrapher Furius Dionysius Philocalus and were 
placed onto the walls of the catacombs into which the tombs were cut. In some 
cases, columns or smaller pilasters that supported arches and architraves were 
added to accomplish the composition by constructing a framework around the large 
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marble plaque.365 During the excavations, one marble slab was found unbroken and 
also several fragments of about eighty others in the catacombs.366 
The significance of the Damasian inscriptions is equally outstanding from ar-
chaeological, historical and hagiographical points of view. They designated the rest-
ing place of the martyrs exactly, sanctioning the tradition with papal authority. They 
also served as worthy memorial monuments for the martyrs and a palpable site for 
the cult to be enhanced. Thirdly, the poems provided spiritual content to the visi-
tors and consequently, created the ideological background of the cult. 
The promotion of the cult of the martyrs by Damasus did not remain an iso-
lated initiation. The positive attitude towards the martyrs and the intensifying ap-
preciation of their resting places were well echoed among the members of the Ro-
man church. The practice of burials ad sanctos that had already occurred in a mod-
erate form in the earlier periods became more frequent during the pontificate of 
Damasus.367 There were several wealthier lay people who were not only involved in 
the construction of urban cult buildings through generous donations, but also 
commissioned monumental tombs in the privileged vicinity of the graves of mar-
tyrs.368 For example, in the catacomb of Domitilla three new regions were desig-
nated in the neighbourhood of the tomb of SS Nereus and Achilleus. Or the rather 
simple funerary area at the Catacomb of Commodilla grew into a cemetery with a 
significant size after the invention of the tomb of two local martyrs, Felix and 
Adauctus due to the activity of pope Damasus. These developments are attested by 
the funerary inscriptions available in the particular areas of the catacombs and by 
the decoration of the loculi and cubicula.369 
There were other sites where the topography of the catacomb provided 
space for new burials behind the tomb of the venerated martyr. Thus, galleries or 
cubicula were composed retro sanctos in some cases. These new constructions 
were inserted into the existing system of the catacomb. This happened behind the 
so-called Crypt of the Popes in the Catacomb of Callistus, behind the tomb of SS 
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Felix and Adauctus in the aforementioned Catacomb of Commodilla, of St Callistus 
in the Catacomb of Calepodius, of St Alexander in the cemetery of Giordani and in 
the central region of the Catacomb of SS Mark, Marcellianus and Damasus. The 
decoration of the retro sanctos burial places with marble, mosaics or opus sectile 
clearly shows that they must have been owned by well-to-do people.370 
5.2.2. Other fourth-century evidence outside of Rome 
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335 – c. 395), as bishop, supported the tradition of the cult of 
the martyrs. His witness can assist the better understanding of the question of the 
cult of the martyrs in the second half of the fourth century when the cemetery 
buildings in Sopianae were built and can enlighten the contemporaneous attitude 
towards the martyrs. Gregory had a special devotion to the martyrs as is seen in six 
sermons composed in their honour.371 Besides two sermons on St Stephen the Pro-
tomartyr,372 three sermons were devoted to the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste373 (Mart. 
Ia, Ib and II), and the sixth is a panegyric to Theodore the Martyr.374 In his second 
sermon on the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste, he asserts that ‘the martyrs are still alive 
and of great benefit for the Church, in the past, the present and the future.’375 
Gregory says: 
I have mentioned this for the purpose of strengthening our faith because the 
martyrs are alive; they are our bodyguards and companions who even today 
serve and adorn the Church.376 
Gregory also stresses the importance of the intercession of martyrs in his 
panegyric on Theodore the Recruit when he states: 
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In this way one implores the martyr who intercedes on our behalf and is an 
attendant of God for imparting those favours and blessings which people 
seek.377 
The belief in the martyrs being alive has another consequence. Their relics 
were not classified among the remains of ordinary dead people. For that reason, 
relics of martyrs were not associated with impurity, but they were expected to bring 
blessings to the living.378  
Gregory of Nyssa makes a clear distinction between the martyr’s body, 
which should be treated with great honour, and the corpse of any other person, 
which gives rise to disrelish. With this distinction, Gregory creates an emphasis to 
the special status of the martyrs’ tombs. According to him, nobody likes the prox-
imity of ordinary tombs, whereas in the place in which our meeting is held and the 
martyr is celebrated [...] the people are happy about the impressiveness of the 
things they see.379 
There was a martyrion to the aforementioned forty soldier martyrs at Greg-
ory’s family estate at Annisa, where an urn of their ashes was kept. Gregory’s par-
ents and his sister, Macrina were buried there, in a common grave next to the rel-
ics.380 Gregory proudly proclaims that they will benefit from the proximity of the 
martyrs at the resurrection of the dead. He says: In this way they will rise at the res-
urrection with those who are filled with greater confidence.381 
As Gregory’s example shows, martyr cults gained wide-spread popularity 
among Christians. It was further popularised by a narrative that was easily accept-
able even by the simplest of the faithful. This narrative was being formed around 
the martyrs: they had the courage to face persecution, became champions, earned 
salvation and power by which they answer to the needs of others in this life on 
earth.382 
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Thus, though the church was not involved in the execution of Christian buri-
als, the hierarchy showed more interest in managing and controlling the martyrs’ 
tombs and their cult.383 The idea that supposes reciprocity between Christians living 
and dead and in this way, implies both the duty of the living to pray for the dead 
and the martyrs to intercede for the living, was only in formation during the fourth 
century. The archaeological studies cannot provide as strong an evidence as it might 
be expected on the basis of the literary sources and as it has been suggested by 
theological speculations whereby the idea of reciprocity was part of the essence of 
early Christianity.384 
Originally, a martyr’s home town or the place where he suffered martyrdom 
claimed to have his martyrium in a natural way. However, the growing importance 
of the martyrs and their cult during the fourth century led to the custom of ‘trans-
lating’ their relics. It meant that a part of their remains were removed from their 
tombs to another place or places. (It is quite strange, that larger number of people 
were able to meet a martyr through the relics which represented the ‘whole’ mar-
tyr, but only when the relics were fragmented and dispersed.) The personal pres-
ence (praesentia) of the particular saint and through it, his or her special interest 
and protection was ensured if a city or an individual could possess any of his or her 
relics.385 As Prudentius wrote of Eulalia of Merida in his poem: 
sic venerarier ossa libet  
ossibus altar et inpositum: 
ilia Dei sita sub pedibus 
prospicit haec populosque suos  
carmine propitiata fovet. 
(So will we venerate her bones  
and the altar placed over her bones, while she,  
set at the feet of God, views all our doings,  
our song wins her favour,  
and she cherishes her people.)386 
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The migration of relics made it possible to build martyria in such places that 
had not had any connection with the saint’s life. ‘Particularly significant is the case 
of Constantinople which, at the time of its foundation, had practically no previous 
Christian associations, but which, with the passage of time, acquired the greatest 
collection of relics in all Christendom.’387 
The translation of relics was primarily promoted and organised by the mem-
bers of the hierarchy. In 386, Ambrose bishop of Milan dedicated the Basilica Apos-
tolorum (today known as San Nazaro in Brolo) in the cemetery outside the city 
walls, before the Porta Romana, with relics of St Andrew, St Thomas, and St John 
the Evangelist. These relics were brought to Milan from elsewhere.388 (Figure 65) 
Soon afterwards, Ambrose was also asked by the local congregation to con-
secrate a new basilica which was built in the coemeterium ad martyres, not far from 
Porta Vercelliana. Ambrose’s answer to his sister Marcellina evidences that his con-
dition was the presence of martyr relics there. He wrote: ‘faciam si martyrum 
reliquias invenero.’389 And indeed, Ambrose himself provided the new church with 
relics. After he found the relics of two Milanese martyrs, Protasius and Gervasius in 
the shrine of SS Felix and Nabor, they were unearthed and translated in solemn 
procession to the new church, the Basilica Ambrosiana (also known as Basilica Mar-
tyrum), where he placed them beneath the altar.390 (Figure 66 and Figure 67) 
It is useful to note the difference between the two stories from Ambrose’s 
life concerning relics.391 In the first case, relics of apostles were placed in the basil-
ica, while the second case was about the invention of the relics of some local mar-
tyrs. So it looks that the relics of the apostles were not satisfying. The invention of 
Gervasius and Protasius can be understood as the wish of Ambrose and his flock to 
be ‘the descendants, not of martyrs in general, but of their own martyrs.’392  
The ancient Milanese church longed for special, local patrons; they required 
possession of relics of their own. Ambrose himself used the word ‘patron’ to de-
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scribe the martyr in this context in his above mentioned letter to Marcellina.393 This 
example can demonstrate the rise of the cult of the local martyrs within the church 
in the second half of the fourth century and their exceptional relevance to the local 
community. 
The metal boxes from this period, which contained those relics, also provide 
good evidence for the custom of the translation of martyr relics.394 The earliest cas-
kets were placed within the churches under the altar as it has been seen in the two 
examples from Milan. This replacement of the relics under the altar, on which 
Christ’s sacrifice is celebrated, introduced the martyrs’ cult from tombs and shrines 
into the inner space of the cemetery basilicas and in this way, incorporated it into 
the sacramental and liturgical practice performed within the church’s walls.  
These precious caskets served not only as reliquaries but were also suitable 
for being used as generous gifts allowing the shipment of the relics. Ambrose did 
not beware of the distribution of relics to other churches in the west, either, al-
though disinterring relics and translating them was forbidden by two imperial rul-
ings issued at Constantinople. Among others, Ambrose donated relics to Paulinus of 
Nola, Gaudentius of Brescia, Victricius of Rouen and possibly Martin of Tours.395 The 
exchanges of holy relics signify a chain of influential people simultaneously promot-
ing the cult.396  
However, there are also examples where funerary sites are the expression of 
the laity’s religion and piety. A good number of sites suggest (although not with 
conclusive evidence) that particularly suburban and provincial elites tended to fur-
nish their mausolea with relics.397 One of these was the deaconess Eusebia, in 
whose villa-mausoleum the relics of the above mentioned Forty Martyrs were 
placed over her casket.398 At the Marusinac cemetery in Dalmatia, the pious Ascle-
pia had a memorial church built for herself. It served as a memorial to the martyr 
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Anastasius and as a burial place for the family as well.399 (This mausoleum will be 
analysed in more detail subsequently because of its connections to Sopianae.) An-
other example is the prefect Rufinus’ villa-Apostoleion complex at Chalcedon, men-
tioned earlier in Chapter 5.1.3, completed in 394. Rufinus built a great martyrium to 
the apostles Peter and Paul adjacent to his villa. He had brought the relics of the 
two apostles from Rome some five years previously. Rufinus built his own mauso-
leum attached or beside the martyrium.400 
5.2.3. The martyria: places for the commemoration of martyrs 
The tradition of building mausolea over the tombs of wealthy or important people 
was neither a new nor a specifically Christian idea, but already had a long tradition 
all over the Roman Empire.401 The origins of the commemoration of the martyrs go 
back to Hellenized Judaism.402 There is a group of martyrs who are known as the 
Maccabean Martyrs or Holy Maccabees, although they are not said to be of the 
Maccabee family. They are so named from the description of their martyrdom in 
the Second and Fourth Books of Maccabees. They are seven Jewish brothers, their 
mother and their teacher, who were all executed during the reign of Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes about 168-166 BC.403 The relics of these nine people were kept and ven-
erated in a special Jewish grave building in Antioch.404  
A Christian church was erected on the ruins of this building at the end of the 
fourth century. There are three early Christian homilies which were engaged with 
these martyrs: Gregory of Nazianzus’ In Machabaeorum laudem (preached in 362), 
John Chrysostom’s De Eleazaro et septem pueris (preached in 398 or 399), and 
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Augustine of Hippo’s In solemnitate martyrum Machabaeorum (preached sometime 
between 391 and 430). An anonym person from Piacenza who came as a pilgrim to 
Palestine in about 570 also mentions that he saw the nine tombs and the torturing 
tools hanging above each one of them.405 
The commemoration of martyrs principally took place in the site of their 
martyrdom or their burial. These places were regarded as sacred (locus sanctus) and 
became the prime locality of the martyr cult. The earliest shrines marking the mar-
tyrs’ graves were small memorial chapels, cellae memoriae. The development 
around the martyrs’ graves followed a common pattern. In the first stage, the main 
function of the cellae memoriae was to shelter the gravesites. Later, they gradually 
became focal points for the piety of Christians, who wished to have burial places 
near the saints. These tombs usually formed a cluster around the martyrs’ tombs. In 
some cases, the memorial chapels were enlarged to comply with the greater num-
ber of such demands. As a final point, it seems that burial beside the saints became 
a privilege reserved for archbishops, bishops and the wealthiest stratum of laity.406 
The annual feast day of the martyrs (the anniversary of their martyrdom or 
death) was normally celebrated by the Christian community at these shrines. The 
celebration included the official recitation of relevant texts, i.e. the records of the 
martyrs’ trials and the accounts of the martyrdom (martyria), prayers, libations, and 
celebration of the Eucharist.407 The celebration of the Eucharist over the tombs had 
its origin in the refrigerium, the practice of celebrating a commemorative meal in 
memory of the dead. It was a later stage of development when altars were erected 
next to martyr tombs. The presence of an altar inside a shrine indicates that a 
Eucharist could be held there.408  
The space around the tomb is often furnished in such a way that allows for 
the performance of the funerary and commemorative rites. On the cover slab of the 
tombs of martyrs (or of other prominent people) libation holes can be seen for the 
pouring of liquid offerings. Portable wooden or permanent stone benches were 
placed, usually in the form of the Greek letter pi (Π), for the visitors around the 
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tomb. These mensae and couches were used both in private funeral banquets and 
the saints’ public feasts. In the latter cases, there is typically an apse or arched niche 
opposite the entrance, for ritual use.409  
There was a custom in the funerary architecture of Late Antiquity to connect 
the subterranean tomb of a hero with the ground-level ritual space. N. Kylls’ defines 
this type of building as having three distinct features: an entrance at ground level, 
an accessible hypogeum and a two-storey structure410. This structure contains an 
underground vaulted crypt and a ground-floor room (‘cella memoriae’411).(In Pécs, 
the remains of this structure are still visible in the case of the Burial Chamber with 
the Jar. Figure 28) 
Three types of these memorial buildings can be distinguished.412 
1. Under the influence of non-Christian practice, above-ground structures 
were built over the tombs of the martyrs in the Roman catacombs. These structures 
provided space for the cultic veneration in the form of a canopy or baldachin. The 
later tradition and archaeological findings give evidence for this category of marty-
ria. 
2. The funerary church or the church of the martyr is specific to the Balkan 
Peninsula and particularly to the province of Illyricum. In this category, there are 
basilica-style buildings with a narthex and atrium. They were erected in the second 
half of the fourth century. They were built above the possibly undisturbed tombs of 
the martyrs. Afterwards, normal tombs were placed inside and around the exterior 
walls of the building and subsequently the church became the centre of the ceme-
tery. Typical examples are the two cemetery basilicas of Corinth, the extra muros 
basilica at Philippi, the Ilissos basilica in Athens, the basilica on Tritis Septembriou 
Street in Thessaloniki, or the single-nave basilica at Ivanjane in Bulgaria.  
3. There is another group of Christian martyria which takes its form from the 
architectural types of Roman mausolea. Two subtypes can be distinguished: cruci-
form and centrally planned.  
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a. Cruciform martyria are also called cellae trichorae, since they are funerary 
buildings with three apses in a clover shape.413 Their size is usually restricted. If a 
cruciform martyrium is attached to a church, the burials in the ‘cloverleaves’ can be 
regarded ad sanctos.  
A well-known monument of this category is the mausoleum of Galla Placidia 
in Ravenna. In the cemetery of Sopianae, there are two buildings of this type, both 
individually standing cella trichora. One of them is a one-storey, over-ground build-
ing unearthed in 1922.414 (Figure 46 and Figure 47) 
The other cella trichora was excavated in 2011. It is a two-storey building 
whose upper, above-ground structure was built onto the walls of the underground 
part.415 (Figure 48) 
b. Centrally planned cemetery martyria form the other subcategory. Al-
though their size is typically more monumental, these structures are quite simple. 
They were not necessarily built in the honour of martyrs. They might have served 
the mere purpose of burials in well-to-do families. 
Among these mausolea, there are some which imitate banquet halls. Their 
architectural plan is centrally arranged and they are typically large, multilobed 
buildings. They have a symbolic character, as they allude to the heavenly banquet in 
the afterlife. Buildings of this type can be found for example in Philippopolis 
(Plovdiv, Bulgaria), a martyrion in the Western cemetery of Thessaloniki (Greece), 
the Hagioi Saranda of Epirus Vetus (Sarandë, southern Albania), St. Gereon’s Church 
in Colonia Agrippina (Cologne, Germany) (Figure 68) and the Cella Septichora416 in 
Sopianae (Figure 49). 
5.2.4. Conclusion 
The cult of the martyrs and their relics seems to be an appropriate answer for the 
challenges of the church in the second half of the fourth century. Only after the 
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church did not face persecutions any longer, the martyrs’ cult achieved a palpable 
and physical connection to the past through the construction of martyria and the 
regular visits to them. All this was based on the idea that the presence of the mar-
tyrs was possible in their remains, and the conviction that the fragments repre-
sented the whole. Therefore, the martyrs could fulfil their role as intercessors and 
advocates through the effectiveness of their relics in a great number of places. This 
patronage was believed to be effectual on an increased level in the correlation of 
local saints and the faithful. 
Besides, the cult of martyrs had the potential to increase the number of 
church attenders and their loyalty to it. Martyrs were to create models of imitation 
for Christians. Moreover, the cult served the purposes of those who were in author-
ity in the church. This has become evident especially through the examples of Pope 
Damasus and Bishop Ambrose. They became the impresarios of the cult, and 
achieved influence and also independence from the ordinary obligations of society 
to some extent. The encouragement of the cult of the martyrs and the exchange of 
their relics was appropriate to consolidate a bishop’s position inside and outside his 
community.  
Following this section, we turn to the detailed analysis of the burial cham-
bers of Sopianae. The main questions are how they were influenced by these ten-
dencies of the general church in the second half of the fourth century and whether 
they accommodated any relics of martyrs. 
5.3. The Sancti Quattro Coronati 
The cults of the martyrs gained importance in the Balkan region after 313, since 
only a small number of Christian martyrdoms occurred in the area before the late 
third-century persecution.417 The emergence of martyr cults was accompanied by 
the appearance of the first martyria (memorial buildings) in the Balkans in the 
fourth century. This phenomenon can be interpreted in the broader context of the 
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period. In the fourth century, the identity of Pannonia’s population was being con-
structed, partly through the expression of the united regional sense of patria Pan-
nonia, and also through the participation in the new religious identity of the quickly 
spreading Christianity.418  
One of the most important martyr cults was associated with Sirmium, the 
centre of the province Pannonia Inferior during the Tetrarchy419 (present-day Srem-
ska Mitrovica, Serbia). (For the map of Pannonia, see Figure 2) This is the cult of four 
stonemasons, better known as the Quattuor Coronati, executed in Sirmium during 
the reign of Diocletian. The name Quattuor Coronati probably refers to the crown of 
martyrdom and has been attributed to two groups of martyrs, one from Pannonia 
and one from Rome.420 
In fact, the Pannonian group of martyrs consists of five saints, SS. Claudius, 
Castorius, Simpronianus, and Nicostratus and a fifth, Simplicitus.421 Their story is 
known from a passio surviving in an eight-century manuscript.422 There are twenty-
three codices written between the eight and fourteenth centuries, which contain 
the text of this passio.423 
They were all stonemasons, who worked for the emperor Diocletian in the 
quarries of Pannonia. The skills of the first four men were particularly valued by the 
emperor. They practised their Christian faith in secret and converted Simplicitus. 
When the emperor asked them to carve a statue of the god Asclepius, the five de-
clined. Their jealous colleagues accused them of sacrilege and magic. The tribune 
Lampadius conducted the investigation into their case and at the end, gave a com-
mand to the stonemasons to venerate the statue of the Sun-God that they them-
selves had carved, but in vain. On Diocletian’s orders, the five stonemasons were 
thrown into a river in five lead boxes. After forty-two days, the Christian Nicodemus 
found the boxes with the bodies inside and took them to his home. The story of the 
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passio ends at this point. It is not specified what happened to the remains of the 
five martyrs and how their cult arrived in Rome. 
The second group of martyrs consists of four anonymous Roman soldiers, 
who were conrnicularii (officers) in Diocletian’s army. Their passio story shows some 
similarities to that of the stonemasons. The four Roman soldiers refused to offer 
sacrifice to the god Asclepius in the temple of the Baths of Trajan. The emperor sen-
tenced them to death by plumbatae – to be beaten with whips armed with lead 
balls at the end of each cord. The martyrdom in Rome happened two years earlier 
and according to the legends, on the same day as that of the five stonemasons. 
Their names were unknown; therefore it seemed appropriate to Pope Melchiades 
(311-314) to order their feast be celebrated under the names of Claudius, Nicostra-
tus, Simpronianus and Castorius.424 
The confusion of the two different groups was also apparent in the Early 
Middle Ages. Pope Leo IV (847-855), who reconstructed the complex of Sancti Quat-
tro Coronati in Rome, ordered a search for the relics of the four soldiers, the five 
stonemasons and a third group, the martyrs of Albano. All relics were placed to-
gether in the crypt of the basilica on the north side of the Coelian Hill. ‘In this way, 
Pope Leo ensured that the relics of the eponymous martyrs would be venerated, 
whoever they were.’425 
A comprehensive and academically satisfactory explanation for the aggrega-
tion of the different martyr groups has not yet been provided. In her book about 
the Church of the Quattro Coronati in Rome, L. Barelli offers a possible solution. 
According to this theory, so little was conserved about the possibly soldier martyrs 
in the Roman tradition, that they could have been intermixed easily with the Pan-
nonian stonemasons. It is probable that refugees, who escaped Pannonia as a result 
of the barbarian pressure from the fifth and early sixth centuries, brought the cults 
of their martyrs to Rome. And although the martyrdom of the Pannonian stonema-
sons took place at an earlier date, since they bore in part the same names as the 
Roman cornicularii and because their relics were transferred to the same cemetery 
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at Via Labicana, where the Roman group was buried also, in the end, they over-
lapped with the Roman group in church memory.426 
According to another hypothesis, there is no direct reference to the Panno-
nian origin of the stonemasons in their passio, therefore it cannot be excluded that 
they were originally craftsmen from Rome who just travelled to Pannonia to have 
job there.427 This opinion is also complemented by the presumption that the trial of 
the stonemasons was not conducted in Pannonia either, but in the imperial court in 
Rome.428 These putative circumstances would explain the presence of the cult of 
these martyrs in Rome. 
There has been a tendency in the research of Sopianae to attempt to dis-
cover any connection between Sopianae and the Four Crowned Martyrs. One of the 
earliest suggestions places the porphyry quarry, mentioned in the passio, not far 
from Sopianae, in the Geresd Hills and proposes that the site of the trial and mar-
tyrdom was in the closest town, in Sopianae. To support this hypothesis it was pro-
posed that ‘Quinque Ecclesiae’ (The Churches of the Five), Pécs’s name in the Mid-
dle Ages conserved the tradition of the cult and basilica of the five stonemasons in 
the town.429  
This theory has some difficulties. No evidence has been found since the 
1950s which would verify any continuity between the ancient Sopianae and the 
Medieval Quinque Ecclesiae. Although some buildings of the late Roman cemetery 
of Sopianae were used for habitation during the Migration Period, there is no proof 
for any continuity between the population and the cults of Late Antique Roman and 
Medieval Hungarian inhabitants.430  
Another difficulty is connected to the results of some mineral tests pub-
lished about the Geresd Hills in the 1990s. These excluded the mining of such stone 
there either in the Roman or in the modern era that would be suitable for stone 
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cutting or stone sculpturing.431 This fact makes the suggestion of locating the 
stonemasons’ work and execution to Sopianae’s vicinity improbable.  
5.4. Martyr Relics in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
As it has been seen, there is a tendency in the study of Sopianae to make connec-
tions between the town’s Roman cemetery and the four (or five) stonemason mar-
tyrs of the province. There is a primary interest in the research of the SS Peter and 
Paul Burial Chamber to interpret it as a memorial to martyrs.432 The argumentation 
usually consists of two hypotheses.  
The first is that the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber contained relics of 
martyrs. This hypothesis can be argued effectively, though only when relying on 
indirect evidence. Three approaches of the argumentation will be described. The 
first approach builds on archaeological, the second and the third on iconographic 
arguments. 
The second hypothesis suggests that the relics of the four Pannonian stone-
masons were found in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber. However, it can only 
be argued with less certainty, as it builds on the first hypothesis. 
5.4.1. Hypothesis 1: the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber contained martyr 
relics 
a. Archaeological approach 
At the nether part of the northern, back wall of the burial chamber there is a 0.73-
0.78 meter high and 0.15-0.18 meter wide brick shoulder. The probably lime pave-
ment of the room did not survive, although it was still undamaged at the time of the 
discovery of the burial chamber at the end of the eighteenth century (cf. Chapter 
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1.1).433 In the wall, there is a window (0.43 x 0.36 m). (Figure 19) Behind this 
fenestella, there is a two-meter long and a-half-meter wide semicircular niche, a 
loculus.434 
The architectural structure of the building and particularly the position of 
this loculus is reminiscent of the aforementioned Anastasius Mausoleum in Marusi-
nac, Dalmatia.435 (Figure 63) The similarity between the two structures indicates 
that the loculus in the main wall of the SS Peter and Paul Chamber might have 
served similar purposes as in Marusinac.436 
The Anastasius Mausoleum is a small, two-storey structure. (Figure 61 and 
Figure 62) It is marked by prominent spur buttresses on the outside. The upper floor 
provided space for memorial services, whilst the lower level accommodated the 
tomb of the martyr in the apse and three tombs in the chamber in front of it. A locu-
lus was built in the apse of the burial chamber here, too. It provided a place for the 
relics of martyr Anastasius.437 The two spaces were separated by a small window for 
purposes of spiritual communication with the saint. 
This cemetery building was obviously dependent on late Roman mausolea in 
its design and construction. (Its closest parallel is the mausoleum at Turbe, near 
Travnik, today Bosnia.)438 The Anastasius Mausoleum type circulated widely in the 
Roman Empire. There are resembling structures at various points of Europe. One 
can be found in La Alberca in the Iberian Peninsula (today Spain),439 (cf. Chapter 
5.1.3 and Figure 60) a partially underground mausoleum in Naissus (today Jagodin 
Mala, Niš, Serbia)440 and the Early Christian Mausoleum (Figure 40), another build-
ing in the Sopianae cemetery (also Chapter 5.1.3).441 
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In the case of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber, the loculus itself is also 
emphasized by the iconography of the burial chamber. The fenestella which leads to 
the loculus is in the middle of the main wall of the room. It is surrounded by the 
principle composition of the chamber: the great Christogram with a laurel wreath442 
and the apostles Peter and Paul on its two sides. The fenestella is directly under the 
Christogram. This composition directs the viewer’s attention to the loculus and can 
arouse his interest. It indicates that something important was behind the fenestella, 
which could have been some relics. These relics might have been derived from the 
four Pannonian stonemasons. 
b. The four medallions 
On the relatively well preserved barrel vault of the burial chamber, there are four 
medallions painted surrounded by floral (acanthus and vine tendrils, flower bun-
dles) and avian (peacock, dove) motifs. In each medallion, a young, beardless per-
son is depicted. It can be guessed that they are male. Their faces and head shapes 
are different, but not genuine portraits. The four figures wear white tunics with 
double stripes. Their garments are almost identical, only their colours differ. (Figure 
16)  
K. Hudák asserts: 
The pictorial style of the Sopianae heads conform to the canon of late fourth 
century Roman art with oval, or heart-shaped heads, flat faces, narrow, 
straight noses and “bonnet-like” hairstyles covering the forehead: Fin de 
siècle portraiture was also characterized by the same upward-gazing glances 
express a longing for spiritual truth.443 
There are iconographic elements in these images that seem to support the 
identification of these four figures as martyrs. The garment typically communicates 
‘a visual indication of a person’s status or identity, in art as well as in life.’444 Their 
garments have been interpreted as ‘apostolic costume’445 and an indication of mar-
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tyrdom.446 The red circles engirdling the busts may also refer to martyrdom. They 
have been interpreted as corona purpurea, the crown of the martyrs reddened by 
their blood.447 The plants and birds around the medallions can be regarded as a 
paradisiacal context.448 Theese motifs were part of a collective narrative in Late Antiquity 
and expressed a common and shared hope for life after death in terms of a supernatural 
foliage.449 
On an iconographic basis, it seems highly probable that these four figures 
belong together. However, because of their apparent same age and sex, they could 
not form a single family. The iconographic consistency of the images also seems to 
challenge the fact that they would have been portraits450 of real individuals.  
There are portraits about which it is difficult to determine whether they 
were a saint’s depiction or a simple memorial portrait. Particularly in the earlier 
period of Christian artefacts, there was less difference between an ordinary funeral 
portrait and a saint’s image. However, after Constantine’s reign, saints’ images 
more often started to occur in the Roman catacombs as part of the decoration of 
ordinary tombs. In the fourth century, the increasing interest in the cult of relics 
redounded to the spread of saints’ images. Their appearance became widespread, 
being proximate or not to the relics.451 
There are various reasons why this chamber cannot be the burial chamber of 
the four as a group. The size of the burial chamber (3x2.80 m)452 does not allow 
enough space for four equal stone sarcophagi. In any case, more than one sar-
cophagus would cover a good part of the wall paintings. It is also strongly question-
able whether in such an opulent grave any corpse would have been buried into the 
bare ground not in a sarcophagus. It is no way unusual to have a burial chamber just 
with one sarcophagus. There are examples of burial chambers with just a single bur-
ial in this same cemetery: these are burial chambers III and IV, each of which is 2.5-
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metre long.453 The Burial Chamber with the Jar, whose area is about 2.3 x 2.45 me-
tres (it is only half-a-metre shorter than the SS Peter and Paul Chamber), contains 
two sarcophagi and the entire room is occupied.454 (Figure 31) 
A close parallel of this composition on the barrel vault can be found in the 
Catacomb of Thecla in Rome. This catacomb was discovered in the 1950s and is still 
closed to the public. The image of a woman is painted in one of the arches who is 
supposed to be the owner of the catacomb and patron of its arts. This bejewelled 
female figure is dressed in elegant clothing and stands with her daughter between 
two saints. This image and other elaborate and richly coloured wall paintings sug-
gest that the catacomb might have housed a noblewoman. 
An opulently painted room of this catacomb is the Cubicle of the Apostles.455 
(Figure 69) The side walls are decorated with the pictures of Daniel in the nude, 
with lions at his feet, Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, Peter drawing water in 
the prison, the Adoration of the Magi and Abraham sacrificing Isaac. In the middle 
of the vaulting, there is a large image of the Good Shepherd in a circle. In the four 
edges of the rectangular area, there are four medallions with an apostle in each. To 
the picture of the apostles, Peter and Paul, who are depicted with their usual physi-
ognomic features (see Chapter 6.2), the images of Andrew and John are added. 
(Figure 70) These portraits of Andrew and John predate the oldest representations 
previously known by a century.456 The medallions are set against saturated red and 
black backgrounds, which colours often occur in late imperial Roman art.457 
Although the style and the colours of this painting are different, the simili-
tude in composition to the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber is visible. In the central 
medallion, there is a representation of Christ in both cases: the Good Shepherd in 
the Catacomb of Thecla and the Christogram in Sopianae. (For the significance of 
this Christogram in the whole iconographic program of the SS Peter and Paul Cham-
ber, see G. Heidl’s hypothesis in Chapter 7.6 and for the possible presence of the 
Good Shepherd in this same chamber, see Chapter 9). In the Cubicle of the Apostles, 
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in the four smaller medallions, four apostles appear, probably the four most signifi-
cant, who were closely related to Christ in the gospels. (On the iconographic repre-
sentation of the hierarchy of Christ and the apostles Peter and Paul, see Chapter 
6.3.1.) 
The four men in the medallions in Sopianae received iconographic positions 
similar to those of the four apostles in the Catacomb of Thecla. Therefore, it can be 
assumed that they were given similar veneration. In consequence, this parallel in 
iconography supports the opinion that these four men should be interpreted as 
saints or martyrs. 
Relying on the iconographic features of the persons in the medallions and 
the presence of the two main apostles on the back wall it is argued that the com-
missioner of the grave wished to be buried ad sanctos and the relics of the saints 
were placed into the niche behind the fenestella.  
c. The general iconographic program of the chamber 
The latest and most comprehensive research of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Cham-
ber was done by K. Hudák.458 In her study, the iconographic program of the burial 
chamber is placed into a broader context of the history of the church. According to 
her research, the decoration of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber was created 
under the influence of the church’s fight against and victory over the heretic anti-
Nicene teachings in the Danube region.459 (Cf. Chapter 4.3.) The images of this bur-
ial chamber might have been closely connected to the orthodox propaganda repre-
sented and promoted by Pope Damasus and Ambrose, bishop of Milan.460 For in-
stance, Ambrose transferred relics of the apostles Peter and Paul to Milan and did 
not stop exchanging relics even after 386 AD, when an imperial edict prohibited the 
opening of tombs, especially those of the martyrs, and the transfer of any parts of 
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corpses.461 (More details have been provided on Ambrose and the transfer of mar-
tyr relics earlier in Chapter 5.2.2.) 
If this theory is correct, these two well known supporters of the cults of mar-
tyrs could influence not only the decoration of the burial chamber both intellectu-
ally and spiritually, but also the commissioner(s) to place some martyr relics in the 
burial chamber.   
5.4.2. Hypothesis 2: The SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber contained the rel-
ics of the Sancti Quattro Coronati 
As it has been suggested about the four medallions on the barrel vault of the burial 
chamber in the second argument of the first hypothesis, it is not plausible that the 
four depicted men would have formed a family, would have been four brothers or 
four churchmen buried together in this chamber. However, it seems possible that 
the images of the four men are of deceased people who were not buried in this 
grave. 
This statement is supported by the fact that the decoration of the SS Peter 
and Paul Burial Chamber has a strong relation to the traditions of the funerary art in 
late Imperial Era. The decorative elements of the burial chamber can be derived 
from the motives of Christian funerary art in Italy or the Balkans.462 Such portrait-
like images in this iconographic tradition typically depict deceased people; they are 
neither symbolic, nor ideal typical.463 
The influence of Roman catacomb art is particularly obvious in the parallels 
between the Catacombs of SS Peter and Marcellinus on Via Labicana and SS Peter 
and Paul in Sopianae. The most important of them is the image on the barrel vault 
of the aristocratic Cubiculum No. 3. That image (Figure 71) depicts Christ at the 
summit of a pyramid with the apostles Peter and Paul on his sides and the four 
most venerated martyrs (Tiburtinus, Gorgonius, Petrus and Marcellinus464) at the 
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base of the pyramid.465 The four men are placed on the two sides of a lamb. This 
la13:8; 14:1mb, usually seen as the Lamb of God (cf. John 1:29; 19:31) and the Lamb 
from the Book of Revelation (),466 refers to Christ who is seated just above the lamb 
on the same vertical axle. The four martyrs at the bottom ‘indicate with eloquent 
gestures of acclamation the celestial vortex composed by the triad of Christ, Peter 
and Paul.’467 The composition also emphasizes the concord between the saints and 
the deceased in an explicit way. This image of the Peter and Marcellinus catacomb 
is echoed in the main wall of SS Peter and Paul in Sopianae not so much in style, but 
rather in regard of the iconography, the composition and dating.468  
It is attested in the Depositio Martyrum (the first calendar of martyrs of the 
Church of Rome), dating to the early fourth century, that the Sancti Quattro Coro-
nati (even though they might have been more likely to be the Roman cornicularii 
interchanged with the Pannonian stonemasons) were venerated right at the Cata-
combs of Peter and Marcellinus on Via Labicana.469 Some itineraries, which were 
compiled between the seventh and eighth centuries for the pilgrims arriving in 
Rome, also confirm the burial of the four martyrs in the cemetery of SS Peter and 
Marcellinus.470 
Hereupon, it seemed expedient to some scholars to connect the two facts, 
the iconographic similarities between the Catacombs of Peter and Marcellinus, on 
the one hand, and the same catacomb as the cult centre of the Quattro Coronati, on 
the other, as a hypothesis for the presence of the relics of the Quattro Coronati in 
the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae.471 This theory presupposes that a 
person in Sopianae received some pieces of the relics of the four Roman soldier 
martyrs, who were confused with the Pannonian stonemasons. This same person 
might have ordered to place these relics next to his sarcophagus into the niche be-
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hind the fenestella. In the literature, this possible event is called ‘partial translation 
of relics to Sopianae’ in the 390s.472 
5.4.3. Conclusion 
Although the interpretation of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber generally uses 
many hypotheses with different degrees of probability, this one seems to be one of 
the more uncertain ones. K. Hudák herself admits that there is no inscription, no 
funerary basilica, and no local tradition473 that would make the hypothesis about 
the presence of any martyr relics in the Sopianae cemetery probable.474 However, it 
cannot be categorically excluded that evidence for all of these criteria perished in 
the insecure and chaotic periods after the disintegration of Roman rule and society 
in Pannonia. Notwithstanding the precariousness of this hypothesis, it cannot be 
denied that it provides the most coherent explanation for the architectural purpose 
of the niche in the back of the chamber and for the iconography of the four medal-
lions on the barrel vault. It is conceivable that the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
is the last evidence that implies a cult of martyrs once present in Sopianae. 
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6.   The Iconography of Peter and Paul 
The main wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae is occupied by a 
wall painting whose two main figures are identified as the apostles Peter and Paul. 
The burial chamber was named after them after its discovery in 1782.475 In this sec-
tion, the couple of Peter and Paul’s iconography will be studied. During the fourth 
century, there was an intensified interest in their cult and parallel with this, a trans-
formation in their representations in art. These two tendencies led to the en-
hancement of their role and the consolidation of their individual iconography. This 
is also attested by their image in the cemetery of Sopianae. 
6.1. Historical Background 
The apostles Peter and Paul held special significance in the history of Rome. Al-
though the New Testament does not mention Peter’s presence in Rome, the suc-
cession of Roman bishops traditionally starts with him.476 According to the tradi-
tions, Paul also went to Rome, and it was said that he had been martyred on the 
same day as Peter (the 29th of June).477 The idea of Peter and Paul being regarded as 
the two spiritual founders of Rome gained importance during the fourth century.  
The fourth century brought a lot of changes in Rome’s history in general. The 
legal recognition of the Christian Church by Constantine and the removal of the tra-
ditional centre of government from Rome to Constantinople, to his new Christian 
capital in the first half of the century had a great impact on Rome. Afterwards, 
Rome’s role was further complicated by the enhancement of strategic cities as cen-
tres of government in the West, such as Trier, Milan and Ravenna. Another difficulty 
was that some of the emperors sympathised with heretical doctrines, in particular, 
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with Arianism, and attempted to support the heretics and make them be accepted 
by the whole church of the Empire.478 
The reaction of the Roman Church was that it started to increasingly empha-
size its claim to apostolic authority and primacy. There was an attempt to meet the 
challenges on the authority of the Roman Church and to reaffirm its credibility. This 
propagation was manifest in the revival and involvement of different local traditions 
(sometimes of uncertain origins), the restoration of the shrines of martyrs, the en-
hancement of their cult, and the composition of the commemorative inscriptions by 
Pope Damasus. The popularisation of the cult of the concordia of the apostolic 
founders of the Church at Rome was also intensifying in the second half of the 
fourth century.479  
The process of reaction was expressed in the art of the period as well, since 
artefacts can be used easily as instruments of propaganda. The frequent occur-
rences of Peter and Paul in the Roman iconography of the fourth century can be 
interpreted in this context.480 The joint cult of Peter and Paul was not only appro-
priate to convey the message of the Roman bishops, but also to encourage the peo-
ple of Rome during the period of barbarian menace. Therefore, the signs of the 
veneration of the two apostles were to be found in the homes of the ordinary Ro-
man citizen, and in the decoration of basilicas, which were built during the fourth 
century. 
The widespread occurrences of the two main apostles in Rome were at-
tested by a contemporaneous visitor. Augustine of Hippo paid a visit to Rome in the 
year 388.481 He noted the ubiquity of monumental representations of Peter and 
Paul in the company of Christ throughout the city. He mentions this in De consensu 
Evangelistarum. In this writing, Augustine questions the authenticity of a pseudo-
epigraphic epistle that was attributed anachronistically as coming from Christ to 
Peter and Paul.482 He supposes that the authors of the text were misled by unhistor-
ical images depicting Peter and Paul together with Christ. He says: 
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And so Peter and Paul occurred to them, I believe, just because in many 
places they chanced to see these two apostles represented in pictures as 
both in company with Him. For Rome, in a specially honourable and solemn 
manner, commends the merits of Peter and of Paul, for this reason among 
others, namely, that they suffered [martyrdom] on the same day.483 (De con-
sensus Evangelistarum libri quattuor, 1.10.16) 
This remark of Augustine testifies that the images of Peter and Paul had a 
particular significance in Rome in the late fourth century, but also that such images 
had a noticeable impact on viewers who transferred their message even into writ-
ings. The fact that Augustine could easily recognize the figures of the two main 
apostles was due to their individual iconography which had been created in the 
fourth century and was consolidated in a relatively short time. In the next section, 
this particular iconographic depiction will be described. 
6.2. The Iconography of Peter and the Iconography of Paul 
Although the development of the iconography of the two apostles, Peter and Paul 
in Rome started in the first half of the fourth century, their individual and physiog-
nomic images occurred only after 350. Peter484 appeared earlier, first on the Jonah 
Sarcophagus at the beginning of the fourth century.485 The three earliest Peter im-
ages on sarcophagi are combined with certain depictions of Jesus’ miracles.486 In the 
early period, before the middle of the century, Peter was not accompanied by Paul 
on sarcophagi, or in catacomb painting.  
The features characterizing Peter’s face are the thick, sometimes curly hair, a 
low forehead, a square jaw and a short or rounded, dense full beard.487 These fea-
tures were already available in the repertoire of Roman workshops as one type of 
philosopher from the previous century, and when the demand for Christian sar-
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cophagi was increasing, they were applied in the case of Peter’s figure as well.488 It 
was common in the portrayal artefacts of the era that they accentuated certain per-
sonal attributes. Peter’s idealised portrait shows him ‘as a decisive figure, activist 
church builder, and strong leader.’489 
Paul’s image490 was distinguished from Peter’s by an equally well-known 
type of portrait, which is traditionally connected to Plato, Socrates and Plotinus. 
This was a tall and slender figure with a long and narrow head with receding hairline 
and a long, full but pointed beard. In Paul’s case, this type of portraits emphasizes 
his role as teacher, theologian and writer. In many cases, this one of his attributes is 
highlighted further by him either holding a scroll in his hand, or standing next to a 
basket (capsa491) filled with scrolls.492 
Paul’s facial characteristics were in some respect in harmony with his de-
scription recorded in apocryphal acts.493 There is a detailed report about the physi-
cal appearance of Paul in the Acta Pauli et Theclae. Onesiphorus sees Paul as 
[...] a man small of stature, with a bald head and crooked legs, in a good 
state of body, with eyebrows meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of 
friendliness; for now he appeared like a man, and now he had the face of an 
angel. (Acta Pauli et Theclae, 3)494 
According to this description, Paul had a short stature, curved legs and aquiline 
nose.495 Although it is quite formulaic, similarly to many other descriptions of An-
tiquity, the existence of the text is attested by Tertullian in the second century.496  
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It has been demonstrated that three of Paul’s features, his small stature, 
hooked nose and meeting eyebrows, also appear in Suetonius’ description of Em-
peror Augustus (Vita Caesarum 2.79.2).497 It is also suggested that the description of 
Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla was derived from the traditions associated with 
Heracles.498 The basic assumption of physiognomic features was that dispositions 
follow bodily characteristics and are not themselves unaffected by bodily im-
pulses.499 It was intended to reveal the social and psychological stature of the indi-
vidual through universally understood physiognomic traits.500 According to another 
theory, Paul’s visual representation as a philosopher arises from his literal portrayal 
in the Acts of the Apostles, where Paul’s missionary work, trial and death might 
have modelled Socrates’ biography.501 
Paul’s distinct iconography did not appear in popular art in Rome before 
350. His depiction was innovated when he was depicted in the company of Christ 
and Peter from the second half of the fourth century onwards. This fact means that 
recognising Paul as apostle of Rome was not considered to be important enough to 
be reflected in art before the middle of the century. Paul’s differentiation from Pe-
ter was specific only to more exclusive workshops (officinae) in Rome, where the 
differentiation on occasion was so fine that it was almost indistinguishable.502  
6.3. Christ Between Peter and Paul 
Among the images depicting Peter and Paul in a single scene, the most common one 
is when the two apostles appear on the either side of Christ.503 J. M. Huskinson dis-
tinguishes two different forms of this composition in her monograph on the cult of 
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Peter and Paul in the fourth- and fifth-century Rome.504 The earliest of these images 
in the catacombs developed from the scene in which Christ is portrayed in the midst 
of the apostolic college. In this type, Peter is to the right of Christ, which is on the 
left hand side from the viewer’s point of view. The second type referred to as ‘con-
cordia apostolorum’ organises the composition in the opposite way: Paul is on the 
left hand side, Peter on the right.  
6.3.1. The ‘apostolic college’ type 
a. Examples 
A good site to observe the development in the iconography of Peter and Paul is the 
Catacomb of Domitilla. The Catacomb of Domitilla is one of the oldest public cata-
combs in Rome. The oldest areas of the catacomb are the Hypogeum of the Good 
Shepherd originating from the first decades of the third century505 and the Hypo-
geum of the Flavians, which was Christianized around the middle of the third cen-
tury.506 In this catacomb, there are five depictions of Christ surrounded by apostles 
(either by Peter and Paul, or by the whole college).507  
There is an arcosolium near to the Crypt of Ampliatus, which is called the 
Cubicle of the ‘Great Apostles’. There is an image in the lunette above the loculus, in 
which Christ sits in the middle on a throne with a half-open scroll in his hand and is 
surrounded by his disciples. (Figure 72) Some parts of the figures in the lower area 
are not visible, since a burial niche was constructed in the wall under the lunette 
later on and it caused the demolition of the lower part of the picture. In this picture, 
the twelve apostles encircling Christ are not identifiable individually.508 
The next occurrence is in the Crypt of the Bakers. It is a wide cubiculum lo-
cated in a region of the catacomb which is rich in wall paintings. On one of the two 
burial niches, the Good Shepherd is depicted, on the other one, Christ between the 
apostles. (Figure 73) The main, beardless figure is sitting on a throne in the centre. 
There is a casket (capsa) at his feet containing scrolls. The twelve apostles are ar-
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ranged on both sides of the throne divided into two symmetrical groups. On both 
sides, one of the six apostles is sitting like Christ, while the other ten are standing.509  
The third example is to be found in the cubiculum of Diogenes, which proba-
bly belonged to a fossor, maybe to one of the leaders of the grave diggers, who 
worked in this catacomb. Diogenes’ name is engraved in an inscription between two 
doves on a plaque (tabula inscriptionis) marked with axes.510 In the soffit of the bur-
ial niche of this cubiculum, Christ is depicted between the apostles Peter and Paul. 
Paul’s image is still visible on the right hand side. (Figure 74) He is characterized in 
the customary way: he is bald and has a long black pointed beard. At his feet, there 
is a casket (capsa) full of scrolls. Paul himself holds one of the scrolls with both 
hands.511 
Close to Diogenes’ cubiculum, there is the fourth occurrence of Christ in the 
company of apostles. This arcosolium is called the ‘Small Apostles’ to distinguish it 
from the aforementioned Crypt of the ‘Great Apostles’. (Figure 75) The decoration 
of this arcosolium differs from the former ones since Christ is represented here in a 
symbolic way. In the lunette of the arcosolium, there is an almost completely de-
molished fresco of a praying female figure. At the upper zone of the lunette, there is 
a Constantinian monogram of Christ. The female orante figure is located between 
the apostles, Peter on the left and Paul on the right. The features of both of the 
apostles are obviously differentiated by their respective distinctive iconography: 
Peter has a short beard; Paul has a longish, thick beard.512 
The fifth example is out of line, since it is not a wall painting, but a fine mo-
saic, which is quite rare in the Roman catacombs. The arcosolium is located close to 
a staircase not far from the cubiculum of the ‘small apostles’ and is dated to the 
second half of the fourth century.513 (Figure 76) The whole cubicle is covered by 
well preserved mosaic decorations. The arcosolium with the mosaic decoration had 
been already discovered by G. Marangoni in 1742, but its exact location was later 
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lost. It was rediscovered only in 1960 by A. Ferrua after a landslide.514 The lunette 
on the back wall depicts the figure of Christ with two other figures on his sides. 
There is an inscription in the soffit of the arcosolium composed with green tesserae: 
qui filius diceris et pater inveniris. The scene connected with this inscription is inter-
preted as one of maiestas Domini, since Christ is enthroned between the two main 
apostles, Peter and Paul and there is a capsa of volumes in front of him.515  
b. AnalysisThese five examples of the same catacomb present the plurality in 
the iconography of the apostolic college. The images of this type in the Catacomb of 
Domitilla show a notable diversity of compositions from the complete, but not indi-
vidualised representation of the twelve apostles to the emergence of the two apos-
tles, Peter and Paul, and the disappearance of the other ten. Parallel with this, the 
individual characteristics of Peter and Paul appear and subsequently, they become 
distinguishable from each other. 
The picture of the Cubiculum of the Bakers is a blatant example of this mul-
tiplicity. The special role of the two main apostles is depicted explicitly in icono-
graphic terms. They obviously belong to the group of Christ’s disciples as suggested 
by their position and garments. The symmetrical arrangement of the group on both 
sides of Christ does not only occupy the physical setting of the wall painting appro-
priately, but also suggests the orderliness of a corporation.  
The importance of the two main apostles is emphasised by iconographic 
elements. The sitting position of the two highlighted figures make them similar to 
the sitting Christ and in this way, they are ordered above the other ten. However, 
they do not sit on a throne like Christ, rather on folding chairs (sellae plicatiles). 
Secondly, the faces of the two main apostles are distinguished by individual physi-
ognomy from the ideal-typical features of the other disciples. The iconography of 
this painting suggests a hierarchy: Christ is on the top, then the two main apostles, 
Peter and Paul, and then the other ten. The iconographic features of Peter and Paul 
connect them both to Christ and to the college of the apostles at the same time. 
The expression of their position in the middle of the hierarchy is apparent. 
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The examples of the ‘apostolic college’ type mentioned above originate from 
the second half of the fourth century. Although the dating of the wall paintings in 
the Domitilla catacomb seems to be complicated, (two stylistically different exam-
ples of wall paintings occur next to one another on the same wall in one of the cubi-
cles of the Domitilla catacomb516), it is agreed that the abovementioned images of 
Christ with the apostles were all made around or after the middle of the fourth cen-
tury.517 
This diversity in the iconography of the apostles complies with the broader 
contexts of the same period. The period, which extends from the second half of the 
fourth to the beginning of the fifth century, is considered the last figurative phase of 
Roman catacombs. This period of catacomb decoration is characterized by an en-
hanced interest in portraiture. At that time, in catacomb painting there was a gen-
eral tendency for the evolvement of an individual and physiognomic representation 
of figures. For example, the image of Petronilla, in the arcosolium of Veneranda518 
in the same Catacomb of Domitilla ‘presents the characteristics, the immobile ex-
pression and the typical hairstyle of portraits dated 360-370.’519 
This individualising tendency prevailed in the case of Christ himself and of 
the two main apostles, Peter and Paul, too. An important stage in this iconographic 
progress is the bust of Christ located in the centre of the ceiling of the Cubiculum 
Leonis at the Catacomb of Commodilla in Rome.520 (Figure 77) It was the second half 
of the fourth century when faces of Peter and Paul acquired peculiar character and 
became unmistakable through this general tendency of iconographic development. 
The individualised representation of Peter and Paul, and their arrangement 
in this way, i.e. Peter on the left, Paul on the right, also appeared on other kinds of 
artefacts in the fourth century, including relief carvings, gold glasses, lamps, gems, 
bronzes, ivories, ceramic wares.521 The epitaph of Asellus is an excellent example of 
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a marble plaque from the Catacomb of Hippolytus on the Via Triburtina in Rome. 
(Figure 78) 
It was discovered in the early eighteenth century and can be found in the 
Vatican Museums today. It is dated to the late fourth century. The busts of Peter 
and Paul are engraved into the tombstone within a rectangular border. Their faces 
are clearly recognizable, but they are also labelled PETRVS and PAVLVS. There is a 
chi-rho monogram placed between them. (This plaque will also be mentioned in 
Chapter 7.4 which will study the Christogram in particular.) On the right hand side 
of the epitaph, there is an inscription in memory of a young boy: ASELLV BENEM-
BERENTI QVI VICXIT ANNV SEX MESIS OCTO DIES XXVII (to the well-deserving Asel-
lus, who lived six years, eight months, and twenty-seven days). The portraits of Pe-
ter and Paul were probably engraved into the epitaph to ask for the intercession of 
the popular saints on behalf of the deceased.522 
Another good example is a gold glass medallion from the collection of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.523 (Figure 79) It was made in Rome in the 
late fourth century. Framed by a circular gold border, Peter and Paul stand facing 
frontally on both sides of a gem-studded column supporting the chi-rho monogram.  
Their names are inscribed behind them, PETRVS and PAVLVS. Peter, with 
short hair and beard, stands on the left, his right foot extending over the border. 
Paul is depicted as balding and with a long beard. The presence of the column in the 
composition is extraordinary. It is interpreted as a representation of the Church 
over which the two apostles have been given authority. As such, the composition 
may be understood as a symbol of the traditio legis.524 
The appearance of the individualised images of Peter and Paul coincided 
with the first evidence for the cult of the two apostles, which originates from 354. 
This first documentary evidence about the inauguration, or inventio, of the cult is to 
be found in the Depositio Martyrum published by Furius Dionysius Filocalus in his 
Chronography of 354 (also known as Calendar of 354), in the early years of the pa-
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pacy of Liberius.525 It says: Petri in Catacumbas et Pauli Ostense, Tusco et Basso 
cons[ulibus] A.D. 258.526 Although the text mentions neither the Vatican Hill, nor the 
Constantinian basilica as the site of the Peter-cult, it is argued that the Depositio 
Martyrum is accurate and reflects the mid-fourth-century reality of suburban ven-
eration of the apostles.527 It is also noted that scenes of both the martyrdom of Pe-
ter and the martyrdom of Paul appeared on Roman sarcophagi only after 354.528 
6.3.2. The ‘concordia apostolorum’ type 
There is another, very similar depiction of Christ accompanied by the two main 
apostles, Peter and Paul, which represent them in concordia.529 This type of iconog-
raphy developed in parallel with the image of the apostolic college, yet independ-
ently. 
a. Examples 
There is a fresco of Christ between Peter and Paul in Cubicle No. 9 in the Catacomb 
of Via Latina in Rome, which is dated to the middle of the fourth century, or possi-
bly somewhat later. (Figure 80) In the middle of the picture, there is Christ on a 
throne, with a nimbus. He holds an open scroll in his right hand in the manner of 
addressing (adlocutio) an audience. Peter stands on the right and Paul on the left. 
Paul also holds a scroll in his right hand, in the same way as Christ. The figures of 
Peter and Paul are obviously differentiated by the common physiognomic features. 
Peter has a short, while the balding Paul a longer, pointed beard, however, Peter’s 
visibility is limited.530 This particular wall painting is probably the earliest example of 
the two apostles standing in concordia in catacomb painting. It is held to have been 
realised in the later stages of the pictorial cycles’ development in this catacomb.531  
There is another image of this type in the Catacomb of Peter and Marcel-
linus, whose construction began in the third century and extended into the fourth 
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and fifth centuries. This spectacular fresco has already been studied in connection 
with the question of martyr representations in Sopianae. (Figure 71, in Chapter 
5.4.2.) In the top centre of the picture, a bearded and nimbed Christ sits enthroned. 
Paul stands on the left and Peter on the right. Below them, four smaller figures can 
be seen. They are Tiburtius, Gorgonius, Peter and Marcellinus, the martyrs with 
whom this catacomb was particularly associated. The fresco, which is in the vault of 
a cubiculum, originates from the late fourth century or possibly, even from the first 
decade of the fifth century.532  
It is supposed that, similarly to the aforementioned mosaic in the Catacomb 
of Domitilla (Figure 76), the artist adapted the design here from a Roman basilica. 
The elongated figures may indicate that the prototype was in an apse or under a 
dome of a church. Basilican art has been described as having influenced the pictorial 
art of the catacombs.533 However, since no such mosaics survive from before the 
second half of the fourth century, they cannot provide firm evidence for this theory. 
b. Analysis 
There are assumptions that the representation of Peter and Paul as a couple534 was 
not limited to Rome among early Christian artefacts. Such images also occurred out-
side the capital across the Roman Empire. The image of Peter and Paul in the ceme-
tery of Sopianae would be an excellent example for the images of the concordia 
apostolorum. 
F. Gerke enumerated and classified these images into three categories: 
 images from the Balkans, Greece and the region of the Black Sea (e.g. Pécs, 
Niš, Varna), 
 carvings from the Western part of the Empire (e.g. a sarcophagus from 
Berja, now in Madrid, c. 325-335535), 
 the ‘vexillum crucis’ type (e.g. Lateran Sarcophagus no. 171, dated to about 
350536).537 
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The third type is also called ‘crux invicta.’ Peter and Paul appear in conjunction with 
the crux invicta in the concordia apostolorum type on the so-called ‘Tree’ Sarcopha-
gus (also known as Lateran 164).538 (Figure 82) Peter and Paul are depicted on the 
northern wall of the burial chamber, which is named after them in the Sopianae 
cemetery. (Figure 17) Peter stands on the right, and Paul on the left of the central 
Christogram. Their identification is evident on the basis of the iconography, which 
had already been developed by the last decades of the fourth century. Both of the 
apostles point towards the Christogram with their right hands. Their signalling ges-
ture539 recalls the motion depicted on the aforementioned wall painting in the 
Catacomb of Peter and Marcellinus. (Figure 71) In that picture, Peter and Paul 
stretch out their right hands in the same way as in the back wall of the SS Peter and 
Paul Chamber in Sopianae. Although the lower part of the wall painting is quite 
damaged, it appears that Paul clasps a scroll (rotulus) in his other hand, while Peter 
holds the edge of his garment with his left hand.540 
A very similar composition with the Christogram enclosed by Peter and Paul 
in a floral background can be found not far from Sopianae, in the ancient city of 
Naissus (today Niš in Serbia). (Figure 83) In the Jagodin Mala area of the city, there 
is a funnel-vaulted tomb constructed of brick and plastered with a thin layer of 
fresco material. It was built in the second half of the fourth century. The orientation 
is east–west, with the entrance on the east side. The decoration of the eastern wall 
holds valuable information for this study.  
In that wall, above the entrance, there is a painted Christogram with the let-
ters alpha and omega, surrounded by a garland of palm leaves. A standing figure is 
painted on either side of the entrance. To the left, there is a bearded man in a long 
garment and sandals. He holds an open book in his hands. To the right of the en-
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trance, there is a similar figure conferring blessing with his right hand and holding a 
scroll in his left hand. Vegetation and a railing are painted round the figures.541 
On the basis of composition and iconography, the figures have been identi-
fied as Peter and Paul. The stylistic and iconographic resemblance between the wall 
paintings in the burial chambers in Naissus and Sopianae is evident. It has been 
evinced that the frescoes in the pagan tombs and in the earliest Christian tombs in 
the territory of Serbia are iconographically and stylistically affined with the tombs 
discovered between the Adriatic and the Black Sea, along the Salona–Sirmium–
Viminacium–Durostorum–Tomis line. The decoration of the tombs also shows simi-
larities to those found in tombs located in the regions north and south of it, like in 
Thessalonike, Naissus and Sopianae. For this reason, it has been proposed that since 
the territory of Serbia lies in the geographical centre of this tradition of tomb build-
ing and decoration, it is possible that ‘the studios in which the fresco decoration of 
the Late Antique and early Christian tombs in the Balkans was created were located 
in this region.’542 
6.4. The Images of Peter and Paul in the SS Peter and Paul 
Burial Chamber 
The SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae was deservedly named after the 
apostles Peter and Paul on its discovery at the end of the eighteenth century, be-
cause their images dominate the main wall of the room. (Figure 17) Their full-length 
images have the greatest size among the decorative elements of the whole burial 
chamber and they are by far the largest human figures in the decoration. At the 
same time, they are clearly related to the centrally positioned Christogram. (Figure 
20) As being placed somewhat below it, they look up on it and point to it upwards 
with their hands. The Christogram’s supremacy is evidently expressed by the trian-
gle composition of the three images. (Figure 18) The significance of the Christo-
gram, which has a symbolic character (on the significance of the Christogram, see 
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Chapter 7.2), is further enhanced by the fact that the iconographically (and proba-
bly theologically) remarkably important apostle figures are subordinated to it. 
This hierarchical arrangement of the three elements of the composition re-
sembles the abovementioned wall painting from the SS Peter and Marcellinus Cata-
comb in Rome. This image was cited as an example of the concordia apostolorum 
type. (Figure 71 and Chapter 6.3.2) Similarly to that composition, there is an evident 
subordination of the two main apostles under the reign of Christ here, too. How-
ever, the resemblance of the two compositions prevails only to a degree: in the 
Catacomb of Peter and Marcellinus, Christ is represented as a bearded male figure, 
not by a Christogram, and there are four further saints painted in the lower level of 
the pyramid-shaped composition. (The possible connections between the SS Peter 
and Marcellinus Catacomb and this burial chamber in Sopianae were also investi-
gated in Chapter 5.4.2, which concerns the question of martyr relics in Sopianae.) 
Because of their size and position, the viewer’s attention is naturally drawn 
to the two apostles, on entering the burial chamber (Figure 12) and a clear refer-
ence is evoked to their identity through the identifiable iconographic features and 
the recognizable type of composition. This hierarchically organized trio of the Chris-
togram, Peter and Paul was common in the Christian artefacts of the fourth century 
throughout the Roman Empire, as it has been demonstrated above. 
This type of composition which had not appeared before the middle of the 
fourth century also helped the dating of this burial chamber. Although dating it to 
the fifth century had been known in the nineteenth century,543 an academic con-
sensus was reached in favour of the supposition of an earlier building in the twenti-
eth century. It was suggested that it was erected in the 330-340s,544 but there is 
another possible dating for 366-384.545 Relying on the fact that the composition of 
the Christogram flanked by the apostles Peter and Paul became popular and wide-
spread only during the reign of Pope Damasus (366-384), K. Hudák excluded the 
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possibility of a dating earlier than these decades.546 (For more on the activity of 
Pope Damasus in the propagation of the saints’ cult, see Subchapters 5.1.3 and 
5.2.1.) The dating for the last two decades of the fourth century is supported by 
several other scholars who based their hypotheses on different types of arguments 
(archaeological, art historical or literal arguments).547 
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7.  The Christogram 
In the process of the religious identification of the tombs in Sopianae, one of the 
most important criteria is the presence of the Christogram. It seems more signifi-
cant in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber, since there are two Christograms in 
central position of the decoration: one on the main wall opposite the entrance and 
another in the centre of the vault. Thus, this chapter aims to demonstrate the 
iconographic significance of the Christogram in early Christianity in order to create a 
frame for the study of the chamber. First, the origin of the symbol will be discussed 
and then several relevant occurrences will be mentioned from Roman catacombs. 
The Christograms of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber will be interpreted in 
relation to the other Christograms in the Sopianae cemetery and will be placed in a 
broader context of Late Antiquity. 
7.1. The nomina sacra and the Origin of the Christogram 
The Christogram is a monogram which abbreviates the Greek name of Christ with 
two letters. There were two popular forms of the Christological monogram, and a 
third one which occurs only sporadically.548 (Figure 81) The first type forms a cross 
with looped rho on its top stem. It is also called staurogram. The second type, which 
is called the ‘Constantinian’ type, is formed by the two letters chi and rho in such a 
way that the letter chi is superimposed over rho. This second combined character 
usually has six rays (like an asterisk), with the head-loop of the rho appearing on the 
top-centre ray.549 The third type of Christogram combines the two initials of the 
Greek name of Iesous Christos in such a way that a large iota is placed into the mid-
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dle of the letter chi. The occurrence of this form is more infrequent than the former 
two types and there is evidence for it only from the pre-Constantinian period.550  
Although such abbreviated monograms are less impressive than other, more 
magnificent early Christian artefacts such as catacomb paintings or marble reliefs on 
sarcophagi, they are visual and physical expressions of religious devotion and were 
applied as essential elements of decoration. The Christogram can be regarded as a 
‘hybrid phenomenon’ similarly to the so-called nomina sacra that combine textual 
and visual features and functions in a specific way. The graphic symbols of words 
with key significance were written in a distinctive manner to designate them visually 
and reverentially in the surrounding text.551 
Nomina sacra is the name of the group of four epithets (amongst others like 
those for God and the Spirit) which consists of the most significant words referring 
to God and Jesus in early Christianity. These are Theos, Kyrios, Iesous and Christos. 
In Christian texts, these four words had been treated as nomina sacra earlier and 
much more consistently than any of the other words, which were given a similar 
treatment only later. However, it is also important to note that they were also con-
sistently not treated as nomina sacra (even in the same manuscripts) when having 
other referents. This suggests that the designated forms for these four words repre-
sent the early Christians’ reverence for Jesus and God. The use of the nomina sacra, 
which functioned as visual expressions of piety, reflects a definite Christological 
orientation in early Christian devotion.552 
The nomina sacra forms characterize Christian texts in general, but appear 
more typically and consistently in biblical texts and less regularly and consistently in 
some other types of texts (e.g., private letters, magical texts, liturgical texts). How-
ever, the dominant pattern of their occurrences is obvious in literal sources and 
indicates a scribal practice that became remarkably rapidly widespread.553 The first 
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occurrences of the nomina sacra are from the late second century.554 However, L. 
Hurtado, one of the experts of the area asserts that an even earlier dating is possi-
ble, concluding that these devices represent the earliest existing expression of 
‘Christian visual culture’.555 
7.2. The staurogram and the Christogram 
It was supposed previously that the above mentioned Constantinian type of the 
Christogram, which combines the letters chi and rho had a precedence over the 
other, staurogram type, which consists of a tau and a rho.556 On the contrary, the 
biblical papyri P45, P66 and P75 evidence datable instances of the tau-rho symbol 
before Constantine, which means that its employment appeared significantly earlier 
than that of the chi-rho. As it was already noted several decades ago, the earliest 
Jesus monogram appears to be the tau-rho, not the chi-rho in light of the manu-
script evidence.557 
As the more precise name of staurogram suggests, this earlier type of the 
Christogram referred primarily to Jesus’ cross and crucifixion. In the earliest stage, it 
was not essentially a symbol for Jesus in general or for a divine name, but had a 
more specific reference to Jesus’ death on the cross as it stood in the texts for the 
Greek words of stauros or staurothanai. The letters tau and rho were interwoven in 
such a way that they made a kind of pictogram rendering the image of a man’s head 
upon a cross.558 In this case, it is assumed that the staurogram was associated with 
the chi-rho type Christogram only later with aetiological intents.559 
According to another explanation, the roots of the staurogram can be found 
in Jewish tradition. Both forms of the Hebrew letter taw (either +, or X) were signs 
for Yahweh in the Hebrew and Jewish scriptures, which were later expanded into a 
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special messianic and eschatological connotation. All the three characters, namely 
the Hebrew taw, the Greek chi and the cross (stauros) have a similar form, and 
equally had more than one graphic appearance in Antiquity.560  
When a loop was added to the first form (+), it became a staurogram, and 
when to the second (X), it became the Constantinian type of Christogram. It is easily 
imaginable that the Oriental and Hellenized people, who were receptive to the 
symbolism of signs and numbers, recognized more than a sheer coincidence in the 
overlap of the three characters of taw, chi and the cross.561 If this was the case, 
then Yahweh’s sign of ownership and protection was transmuted into the sign of 
Christ’s Passion, which designates not simply Christus, but Christus crucifixus.562  
This emblem of a crucified person was also a victory-sign, a tropaion at the 
same time. As Prudentius wrote about Christ’s cross in his poem: 
dic tropaeum passionis,  
dic triumfalem crucem,  
pange uexillum, notatis  
quod refulget frontibus! (Prudentius, Cathemerinon 9.83, in CSEL 61, 54). 
The Christogram was to represent Christ’s victory over death by employing 
the main elements of current imperial iconography.563 Since a religious content was 
bestowed upon a victory sign, which was used both in the Roman army as well as in 
a funerary context, it could mediate a strong promise for the individual’s salvation 
in a symbolic way. However, because the Christogram was used as an official impe-
rial sign after the reign of Constantine the Great, its usage also expressed a certain 
level of loyalty to the emperor and to the Roman state.564 
The parallels between the staurogram and Christ’s monogram suggest a 
strong connection between Christ’s cross and his name. This connection has been 
                                                          
560
 Taw: X or + 
Chi: X or + 
Stauros: T or + 




 M. Black, ’The Chi-Rho Sign’ (1970), 327. 
563
 This adoption is even more obvious in those cases where the eagle of Jupiter and personifications 
of the sun and the moon were added to the Christogram, flanked by them in the image. This compo-
sition suggests that Christ is an almighty conqueror and a powerful ruler. (Cf., J. Deckers, ‘Constan-
tine the Great and Early Christian Art’ (2007), 107. 
564





interpreted via a sacramental approach.565 (There is more on the sacramental char-
acter of early Christian artefacts in Chapter 3.6.) The origin of this hypothesis can be 
found in the Pauline soteriology and sacramental theology. Paul argues in his letter 
to the Romans:  
Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were 
baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism 
into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the 
glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. For if we have been united 
with him in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with him in a res-
urrection like his. (Romans 6:3-5)  
The faithful’s partaking in Christ’s death means that they will share in his 
resurrection as well. This happens via the baptism in Jesus’ name.566 In the sacra-
mental thought, Christ’s crucifixion, the baptism in his name and the individual’s 
salvation (through being marked by his sign in an eschatological sense)567 are all 
connected and integrated in the same way, as is united and symbolically expressed 
in the staurogram or in the Christogram. 
This sacramental interpretation is supported by the note that can be found 
in Tertullian’s work, Against Marcion, according to which Marcion568 made a sign on 
the forehead in the form of a cross as part of his baptismal rite. Tertullian insists 
that by doing so, Marcion did not introduce a new symbol distinct from Judaism, 
but only followed the Book of Ezekiel (9:4): 
For this same letter Tau of the Greeks, which is our T, has the appearance of 
the cross, which he [Ezekiel] foresaw we should have on our foreheads in the 
true and catholic Jerusalem. (Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem, 3.22) 
Regardless of which explanation is more accurate, the importance, which 
was given to Jesus’ crucifixion in the ‘lived religion’ of the early Christians from at 
least as early as the late second century, is manifest. The Christogram proved to be 
a suitable symbol to mediate all these contents publicly in an appropriate way. 
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7.3. The Iconography of the Christogram and Examples 
The use of the Christogram was widespread in early Christian artefacts. The Christo-
gram occurs on a wide range of artefacts and decorations: funerary inscriptions, 
commemorative or votive plaques, carvings, mosaics on side walls or pavements, 
different kinds of wall paintings, liturgical furnishings and devices, and in the differ-
ent buildings of the cult. 
There are two different types of occurrences in the catacomb inscriptions. In 
the first type, the Christogram appears rather as a decorative symbol apart from the 
text, while the occurrences of the second type are innate parts of the texts, where 
they appear specifically as an abbreviation of the name Christ.569  
The Christogram is the second most popular iconographic element after 
birds in the inscriptions of the Roman catacombs. (It appears on 24% of all plaques 
with images.) The frequency of the chi-rho monogram increased greatly after the 
reign of Constantine.570 There is good evidence that in the catacombs of Domitilla 
and of Callistus, for which dates of ancient excavation are approximately known, 
fourth-century regions contain twice and four times as many Christograms as re-
gions from the third century, respectively.571 
The Christogram also appears on the wall paintings in Roman catacombs 
several times. There are a significant number of cases when the Christogram occurs 
flanked by alpha and omega.572 The first and last letters of the Greek alphabet were 
apocalyptic symbols which are mentioned in the Book of Revelations.573 The letters, 
alpha and omega occur with both the cross-form as well as the X-form types of the 
Christogram.574 The combination of the monogram of Christ and the apocalyptic 
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letters refer to Christ as the creator of the universe and the returning judge at the 
end of time.575 This symbolic composition clearly mediated the assertion of Christ’s 
divinity, though in a concise way, in the era of the controversies of Arianism.576 
7.4. Christogram Surrounded by Peter and Paul 
The Christogram surrounded by the apostles Peter and Paul is not a peculiarity of 
Sopianae. There is an occurrence of this same composition in the catacomb of 
Praetextatus on the Via Appia in Rome. This catacomb originally was not a specifi-
cally Christian cemetery. It was used by Christians from the third century and exten-
sively expanded with a series of chambers in the late fourth century. There is a large 
arcosolium covered with frescoes, which takes its name from the person buried 
there, called Celerina.577 The paintings depict a selection of saints and other sym-
bols, some of which are seriously damaged. On the damaged back wall, lambs and 
doves are visible below the Christogram. The figures of Peter and Paul stand on one 
side within the arch of the arcosolium and, on the other side, there are two mar-
tyred popes depicted.578 
There is a composition with the Christogram and the apostles Peter and Paul 
in the Catacomb of Domitilla, which shows several similarities with the wall paint-
ings of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopianae. This arcosolium has al-
ready been referred to in the section on the iconography of Peter and Paul in Chap-
ter 6.3.1 (Figure 75). This arcosolium, called ‘of the Small Apostles’, contains a Chris-
togram in the upper zone of the lunette. There is also a female orante figure there 
located between the apostles, Peter on the left and Paul on the right. Both of the 
apostles can be obviously differentiated by their respective distinctive features.579  
Another occurrence of this type of composition can be found on a gold glass 
medallion produced in Rome in the late fourth century, which is treasured in the 
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Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York today.580 (Figure 79, already mentioned in 
Chapter 6.3.1) The diameter of the medallion is 9.9 cm. It is framed by a circular 
gold border. Peter and Paul stand facing frontally, flanking a gem-studded column 
supporting the chi-rho monogram of Christ. The names of the apostles are inscribed 
behind them, PETRVS and PAVLVS. Peter stands on the left, with short hair and 
beard. His right foot extends over the border. Paul is on the right. He is depicted as 
balding and with a long beard. 
The original function of such gold glass vessels is not known for certain. It is 
supposed that they were given as gifts at special occasions during the lifetimes of 
individuals and then reused as tomb decoration. Later, when they were used in the 
catacombs, the bottoms of these bowls were embedded in the plaster to seal the 
loculi.581  
The composition with the Christogram, the column and the apostles are un-
derstood as the representation of the traditio legis and the concordia apostolorum. 
Peter and Paul have been given authority over the Church, which is symbolized by 
the decorated column. Regardless of whether the gold glass vessel was made for, or 
simply later reused in a funerary context, the latter context of the archeological 
finding indicates that the images of saints on it probably signified their holy protec-
tion over the deceased.582 
The occurrence of the Christogram flanked by the apostles Peter and Paul is 
attested by a marble plaque also from the late fourth century which has already 
been mentioned in Chapter 6.3.1. (Figure 78) The object was discovered in the 
Catacomb of Hippolytus on the Via Triburtina in Rome, in the early eighteenth cen-
tury and can be found in the Vatican Museums today.583 The epitaph is named after 
Asellus, since on the right side of the plaque, there is an inscription commemorating 
a young boy: ASELLV BENEMBERENTI QVI VICXIT ANNV SEX MESIS OCTO DIES XXVII 
(to the well-deserving Asellus, who lived six years, eight months, and twenty-seven 
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days).584 The busts of Peter and Paul are engraved on the left hand side of the 
tombstone within a rectangular border. They are labelled PETRVS and PAVLVS. 
There is a chi-rho monogram between them. The portraits of Peter and Paul might 
have served as an appeal to the two apostles for their intercession on behalf of the 
deceased. 
The Christogram occurs on artefacts not only from Rome, but it soon be-
came a widespread symbol over the whole Roman Empire. There is a tomb in the 
Eastern Early Christian cemetery in Thessaloniki in which two Christograms can be 
found in central position similarly to the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in Sopia-
nae. The tomb originates in the mid-fourth century585 and is situated in the pre-
cincts of the St. Demetrios Hospital (Part of the Museum of Byzantine Culture) to-
day. The interior of the vaulted tomb, which measures 2 by 1.4 meters and 1.5 me-
ters in height, is decorated with wall paintings mainly imitating precious marbles of 
various sorts and colours. In the centre of the curved top of the western wall, there 
is a depiction of a fine monogram of Christ within a circle. (Figure 84) The Christo-
gram is painted in bright yellow and is inscribed in a red circle. To the right and the 
left of the Christogram the apocalyptic letters alpha and omega are depicted, also in 
yellow. The rest of the tympanum is painted off-white with brown veining, while 
vertical black lines indicate the joints in the marble panels. There is a second Chris-
togram on the vaulted ceiling, which is decorated with coloured rectangular pan-
els.586 
The use of the Christogram is less frequent than the cross in the wall paint-
ings of the tombs of Thessaloniki. In the iconography of the early Christian tombs in 
Thessaloniki, the Christogram is typically surrounded by a foliate wreath, however, 
in this instance, it is enclosed by a circle, which probably plays a similar iconographic 
role, just in a stylized fashion.587 
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7.5. The Christogram in Sopianae 
The Christogram occurs in Sopianae’s Late Antique cemetery several times as it was 
a general phenomenon in such contexts in the second half of the fourth century. 
First, a bronze object and an incision will be mentioned, and then the painted ex-
amples of the Christogram will be enumerated. The first list of Christograms found 
in the territory of Hungary was published by B. Czobor in 1879.588 At the time, he 
listed only nine occurrences. At the end of the twentieth century, E. Tóth catego-
rized the Christograms in lamp holding chains excavated in Pannonia.589 A thorough 
collection and analysis of this symbol was provided by O. Gábor in 2008.590  
One of the most significant objects excavated in the cemetery of Sopianae is 
a bronze Christogram with 8.5 cm diameter.591 (Figure 52) It was found by the ar-
chaeologist G. Kárpáti in the soil layer above the Burial Chamber No. V in October 
2000.592 Today, it is treasured in the Janus Pannonius Museum in Pécs, Hungary.593 
Since it was found in a secondary position, its exact dating is uncertain. It must have 
been used sometime in the fourth century.  
The Constantinian type Christogram is flanked by the Greek letters alpha and 
the small omega. The shape, the material and the elaboration of the object suggest 
lack of uniqueness. There are several similar objects found in Pannonia and around 
the Roman Empire, which were used as decorating links in a chain holding a lamp. 
One of the closest parallels to this is a Christogram decorated with small buttons, at 
the present time held in the Hungarian National Museum.594  
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Christograms also appear in several graves and burial chambers in Sopia-
nae’s cemetery. There is one in the octagonal Burial Chamber No. V,595 (Figure 51) 
engraved into the plaster covering the stone wall.596 It is interesting that this Chris-
togram belongs to that type of Christograms which combines the letters iota (I) and 
chi (X) in a star-like form. The incised sign has been dated to the second building 
phase of the burial chamber, namely to the first decades of the fifth century.597 
The remains of a painted Christogram are visible in the so-called Early Chris-
tian Mausoleum (or less known as Burial Chamber No. XXXIII), which was excavated 
by F. Fülep in 1975-1976.598 (Figure 41) There, the Christogram was encircled by a 
red medallion, whose nether part and the lower stems of the Christogram’s letters 
can still be seen above a niche on the eastern wall. (Figure 42) Both the medallion 
and the Christogram itself show an exceptionally sophisticated elaboration. The 
concentric circles of the medallion are designed with geometrical precision. The 
Christogram is well separated from the medallion. Its letters’ typeface has serifs; 
their appearance is similar to that of the late Roman typeface of capitula actu-
aria.599 This design of the Christogram is different from the one to be found in the 
largely contemporaneous SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber where the letters of the 
Christogram take the more schematic shape of spokes in a circle. (See the next sub-
chapter, Chapter 7.6.)  
The Christogram is surrounded by blades of grass and in the upper band on 
the wall, there are semicircular garlands decorated with pendulous red ribbons. The 
surrounding floral elements have been interpreted as the symbol of Paradise, while 
the garlands ornamented with ribbons as the enhancers of the heavenly sphere’s 
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solemnity.600 A similar composition of a Christogram above a niche in the wall can 
be found in the Early Christian Burial Chamber No. 5 of Serdica (today in Bistrica, 
near Sofia, Bulgaria),601 which is dated to the early fifth century.602 
There is a stone and brick double grave in 8 Apáca Street which was exca-
vated by F. Fülep in 1958.603 The inner walls of the graves were plastered and deco-
rated with uniform panels. The pattern forms a fence-like trellis with red and yellow 
flowers. In the middle of each panel is a circle crossed by two diagonal red lines.  
This layout is reminiscent of the radial type Christogram, which can be found 
in the SS Peter and Paul Chamber, just without the loop of the rho. The similitude to 
that pattern is more explicit in the case of the northern grave, in the fragmented 
panel in the upper row on the western side of the grave, above the head of the de-
ceased. (Figure 44) It is supposed that the Christogram painted here was averted by 
90 degrees and the cross form of the letter chi was applied in this case. (For the 
different types of the letter, see Chapter 7.2.) However, this hypothesis is some-
what compromised by the fact that the upper part with the loop of the rho has per-
ished and is not visible any more.604 
In Burial Chamber No. XX, there is a similar arrangement to the former one. 
(Figure 45) There is a Christogram at the end of the burial chamber on the inside 
painted above the alleged place of the deceased’s head.605 The Christogram has also 
been composed here in such a way that it occupies the central position in the deco-
ration. It is placed into the tympanum formed by the gable roof of the grave and 
bounded from below by the latticework motif running around inside the grave. 
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There is a parallel with this composition of the Christogram and painted lat-
ticework found in Aquincum, Northern Pannonia. (Figure 85) The Grave No. 9 was 
excavated at 203 Bécsi Street in Budapest, Hungary in the 1980s. The grave was part 
of the western cemetery of the military town. There is a dark red latticed fence in 
the upper zone of the western wall and in this case, below it, there is a chi-rho type 
Christogram with alpha and omega on its two sides. The Christogram is double en-
circled and is flanked by a dove and floral motifs on each side.606 
The abovementioned examples of the Christogram in the Late Antique 
cemetery of Sopianae all demonstrate that the Christogram was a well known and 
willingly employed symbol by the people of the town. It is equally found in both 
richly decorated as well as less elaborate burial chambers and graves. Different de-
signs and typefaces were applied by different artists. The motif had a specific icono-
graphic significance. This is palpable via the fact that the Christogram has typically 
central position in the iconographic programs. In several cases, this significant posi-
tion was further improved by medallions or other decorative elements surrounding 
the Christogram, or by the closeness of a niche in the wall. The Christogram’s im-
portance is also demonstrated in Sopianae by the fact that it had a close relation to 
the person(s) buried in the grave or chamber. It was typically painted above their 
head or opposite them in the ceiling. 
7.6. The Christogram in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Cham-
ber 
The most famous painted Christograms of Sopianae are in the SS Peter and Paul 
Burial Chamber. There is one in the middle of the main wall, opposite the entrance. 
The second one can be found in the middle of the ceiling decoration. The central 
position of both Christograms suggests that this symbol must have played a pre-
eminent role in the iconographic structure of the burial chamber, and consequently, 
in the thoughts of the commissioners and the artisans. 
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One of the two Christograms is on the northern wall opposite the entrance. 
(Figure 20) A chi-rho type Christogram is encircled by a red frame of a 38 cm diame-
ter, resembling a wheel with its spokes. In the inside of the frame, there are small 
green flowers which form a wreath. On each side of the Christogram, there is a man 
standing, pointing with their hands towards the Christogram. (Figure 18) (These two 
men are identified as the apostles Peter and Paul. For their iconography, see Chap-
ter 6.2.) The Christogram is larger than the heads of these two figures and is placed 
a little above the level of the heads. Above the Christogram and the two figures, 
there is a 8-cm-wide, red band running parallel with the border streak and colourful 
ribbons hang on it.607 
This kind of composition in a semi-circular field: a central panel (or niche in 
Sopianae) flanked by the apostles Peter and Paul and the Constantinian type of 
Christogram above, also occures in the arcosolium of the ‘Small Apostles’ in the 
Roman Catacomb of Domitilla already mentioned in Chapter 6.3.1 (Figure 75). 
On the relatively well preserved barrel vault of the SS Peter and Paul Burial 
Chamber, whose area is 3.2 x 2.47 meters, there is another Christogram. (Figure 15) 
The damaged Christogram in black colour is painted in the middle of the rectangular 
area and is placed inside a wreath. (A reconstruction of this Christogram can be 
seen on Figure 9 and Figure 10) Around the Christogram, in the four corners, there 
are four medallions with a male head in each (cf. Chapter 5.4.1). The Christogram is 
flanked by two peacocks and two doves with spread wings on each side. The pea-
cocks are on the shorter, the doves on the longer sides of the barrel vault. There are 
four lance-shaped bunches of flowers corded by a red ribbon on each side of the 
vault. They point towards the Christogram in the centre. The field among the Chris-
togram’s wreath and the medallions is filled with winding branches with leaves and 
flowers, garlands and a framed field in crimson.608  
Both positions of the Christograms in this burial chamber are central and as 
a result, the Christograms dominate the surrounding area. On the main wall, the 
Christogram is painted above the architecturally significant fenestella. In both cases, 
the Christograms are encompassed by a circle and the accompanying elements of 
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the decoration are also composed around the Christograms in such a way that they 
highlight the Christograms or point to them (e.g., the two apostles with their hands 
or the lance-shaped bunches with their points). Thereby, the viewer’s attention is 
drawn unwittingly onto them and their importance is further enhanced by these 
artistic means.  
The two occurrences of the Christogram have a special significance in this 
particular burial chamber, where the decoration is dominated primarily by figura-
tive elements. There are the two apostles on the northern wall, the four male busts 
in the medallions on the ceiling and the two side walls are decorated with a range 
of biblical episodes, all with several human figures. And the non-figurative elements 
with rather decorative function, which are typically more abstract in early Christian 
wall paintings, consist here not only of colourful lines, stripes or fields, but of rich 
floral ornamentation and birds, too. In such an iconographic context, the symbolic 
letter-combination of the Christogram gains a unique significance by differing in 
character from the other images in the iconographic program. 
When G. Heidl proposed that the image of the Good Shepherd had been in 
the place of the missing panel on the eastern side wall (see the discussion of the 
question in detail in Chapter 9), he built his argument on the hypothesized general 
iconographic program of this burial chamber.609 His hypothesis attributes a key role 
to the two Christograms as the main symbols of the crucified and risen Christ. Ac-
cording to this theory, two further images of Christ were added to the two Christo-
grams in the middle panels on both side walls, namely the Christ Child on his 
mother’s lap on the western and the hypothesized Good Shepherd on the eastern 
side. These four representations of Christ may have formed a cross, since the 
viewer standing in the geometrical centre of the rectangular room had Christ’s im-
age in front of them, above their head and just on their left and their right, in a cen-
tral position in each case. The either horizontally, or vertically outlined cross may 
have been topped by one of the Christograms, which themselves bear a strong ref-
erence to Christ’s cross (see earlier on the staurogram in Chapter 7.2). (Figure 14) 
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If this theory is correct, the whole iconographic program of the SS Peter and 
Paul Burial Chamber had a principally cross-centred character. The space of the 
room may have been divided by the aforementioned virtual crosses, and the re-
maining elements of the decoration were arranged in the quartered areas, which 
were excised by these invisible crosses. According to the logic of this hypothesis, 
one zone was given to each of the other four panels on the two side walls (Adam 
and Eve, Jonah, Noah, the Magi/the Three Youths), and the four medallions and the 
other decorative elements on the barrel vault were also organized in a similar way.  
Heidl’s hypothesis is remarkable and aims to give a comprehensive interpre-
tation of the whole decoration in the burial chamber. According to it, the Chris-
tological message of the decoration dominated over all other layers of meaning and 
interpretation. In this approach, Christ and his cross are cognate and their represen-
tations become the organizing principle of the whole iconographic arrangement of 
the chamber. All other images would be arranged only after and in relation to the 
setting of Christ’s images in the above mentioned cross-shaped outline. 
Even if this hypothesized arrangement of images is accepted to be correct 
(although it is compromised by the fact that it is based on the supposed presence of 
the Good Shepherd’s image as it will be discussed later in Chapter 9), it cannot be 
an exclusive interpretation of the iconographic program. The central position of 
both Christograms is indisputable; however, the decoration consists of many other 
images arranged in a sophisticated way. Therefore, different approaches seem to be 
essential in the interpretation, which reflect each other complementarily. 
As it has been seen through the historical development of the Christogram, 
it was a symbol which could involve many different layers of meaning and suitably 
mediate them to various audiences via a variety of media. It has got a special ca-
paciousness whereby it could gain a role in numerous ‘language games’ regardless 
of time and space in Late Antiquity. The widespread and popular character of the 
Christogram is exemplified in several cases in Sopianae too, and its special signifi-







The conflicts between Christians and ‘pagans’, which are particularly apparent in 
the surviving literary sources from the fourth century particularly, seem to be al-
most undetectable through the artefacts produced in the same period. P. Brown, 
who has analysed the state and the habits of the wealthier classes in Late Antiquity 
in one of his most recent studies, asserts that the disagreements ‘might as well be 
happening on another planet’.610 He reasons that most of the artefacts, like mosa-
ics, statues, and silverware, which had been predominantly commissioned by the 
wealthier members of society, in many cases did not show clear signs of Christian 
identity.  
However, this ‘deafening silence on the religious issues’, as Brown calls it,611 
did not characterize all areas of life. Well-to-do Christians were ready to express 
their special religious adherence in certain circumstances. And the most significant 
manifestation of this was the use of the Christogram, which appeared everywhere 
in the domestic as well as in the public art in the fourth century. However, it is nec-
essary to highlight that the Christogram did not occur just anywhere. Brown evinces 
that it appeared only in places traditionally associated with good fortune: ‘on the 
thresholds of houses and at the center of reception rooms, flanked by the Seasons 
and by similar classical emblems of abundance.’612  
Following on from this remark, the process of how the Christogram took the 
central places on many types of decoration connected to funerary contexts seems 
truly intriguing. The place of the Good Fortune was occupied by the grand symbol of 
the saviour of the new religion. And the centrality of this symbol also requested to 
be surrounded by other iconographic elements, thus the seasons were changed to 
the main apostles in the Christian version.  
These remarks on the advance of the Christogram seem to be confirmed by 
the examples available in the Sopianae cemetery. In the second half of the fourth 
century, when both the Roman town and its cemetery reached their zenith, the 
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Christogram became one of the main symbols and distinctive features of the Chris-
tians in Sopianae as well. In some graves with quite humble execution and decora-
tion the Christogram was the single and key element of the iconographic program, 
while in other cases, it found its place in the exuberant and complex structure of 
decoration. In the Early Christian Mausoleum and the SS Peter and Paul Burial 
Chamber, the Christogram played an essential role in the whole iconographic pro-
gram of the burial chamber and its significance unfolded in full in a mutual dialogue 
with the other images on the walls. 
Having developed from the staurogram, the Christogram preserved the 
Christological, soteriological and sacramental meaning layers of Christ’s cross. After 
becoming a main imperial emblem, its connotation was expanded by new elements 
of warfare and victory. In the funerary context, the interpretative palette of the 
Christogram was broadened by further shades, which gained their particular signifi-
cance in the milieu determined by the general thoughts of death and afterlife and 
by the specifically Christian themes of resurrection and eternal life.  
All these contents remained available during the usage of the Christogram 
and did not extinguish each other. A living interaction was generated between the 
different aspects of meaning. Therefore, the Christogram with its mutually enriching 
levels of meaning was capable to become a significant component in the ‘language 
game’ of Sopianae’s society in the period when these funerary buildings were 
erected there. The Christogram proves to be another example of the exchange be-
tween non-Christian and Christian religious practices, symbols and iconographic 






8.  An Ambiguous Imagery: the Three 
Youths or the Magi? 
In this section, the identification of one of the images on the western side wall of 
the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber will be investigated. (Figure 11) First, the im-
age itself will be described. After this, the different stages of the identification by 
nineteenth and twentieth century scholars will be outlined. Before presenting my 
own hypothesis to answer the question and arguing for it, some brief remarks will 
be made on the iconography of the two images in question, namely of the Three 
Youths in the Fiery Furnace and the Magi. 
8.1. Historical Review of the Identification 
On the western side wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber, three men are 
portrayed in the first field. They turn towards the next panel. (Figure 21) The main 
figure on the central picture panel of the wall is a woman holding an infant on her 
lap. (Figure 22) The last panel portrays Noah613 in his ark. (Figure 25) The picture of 
the three men is not in a good condition, but it is distinctly visible that they wear 
trousers, red capes and probably the so called Phrygian caps, however, the outlines 
of the caps cannot be seen clearly. Their garments clearly suggest that they are not 
Romans but Oriental people. They look as if they were hurrying somewhere. Ac-
cording to some scholars614 (J. Koller in particular from the nineteenth century)615, 
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they are the Magi, who are bringing bowls to the infant Jesus, depicted together 
with his mother in the next panel.616 In their opinion, the first two pictures on the 
western wall belong together.  
From the second half of the nineteenth century, when the pictures became a 
great deal less observable, it was suggested617 that they are the Three Youths from 
the Book of Daniel.618 (Figure 8) Later, better lighting and the restoration of the wall 
paintings showed that there are reddish stripes under the three figures’ feet, which 
look like tongues of flames. (Figure 24) This fact could end any further discussion 
but it does not solve the problem of the orientation of the composition. The other 
problem is that the left one of the three figures ‘has bent arms, as though they held 
out large, oval platters in their hands laden with their gifts.’619 This fact should not 
be left without explanation. (Figure 9) 
K. Hudák states that ‘there is no indication of a double layer of painting. The 
painting had not been repainted.’620 She is right when she excludes the possibility of 
the palimpsest of two paintings in her monograph relating to the early Christian 
cemetery of Sopianae. She argues that ‘the paintings decorating the Sopianae Burial 
chamber betray a sophisticated theological and iconographical background’.621 
The problem is that the traditional depiction of the Three Youths in the Fiery 
Furnace shows them frontally, standing with hands lifted in prayer (expansis mani-
bus).622 But in the case of Sopianae, they turn to the middle panel. G. Heidl623 thinks 
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that they are walking up and down in the fire as it is written in the Scripture.624 Be-
fore pondering the possibility of this suggestion and the others, it seems useful to 
study the iconography of the Three Youths and the Magi in early Christian artefacts. 
8.2. The Iconography of the Three Youths in the Fiery Fur-
nace 
The image of the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace was a popular image of the He-
brew Scriptures in early Christian artefacts. It was typically painted on the vaults of 
the arcosolia in Roman catacombs or carved on the cover of the sarcophagi from 
the third to the early fifth century.625 It portrays three young men usually in the 
orante position626 (with hands lifted up) in the midst of overpowering flames. The 
structure containing these flames is normally a cubicle, which looks like an open 
brick oven, with arches across the front allowing us to see the leaping flames inside. 
However, there are instances where the fiery furnace is absent. This occurs particu-
larly on medallions when the scene is divided into three separate parts.627 The fig-
ures typically wear short tunics and Phrygian style caps on their heads.628 
Sometimes, a fourth person, who is not depicted as an orante, is also visible. 
This fourth figure is typically an elderly, bearded man in a Roman garment and is 
presumably the redeemer that comes to the aid of the other three youths.629 Later, 
in the fourth century, the scene became more faithful to the narrative by including 
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king Nebuchadnezzar and the dramatic refusal of submission by the three young 
men.630   
Twenty-three occurrences of this image in the catacombs of Rome are 
listed.631 In Roman catacombs, the image of the Three Youths is combined with no 
other picture in particular, but on the covers of sarcophagi, it often occurs together 
with one of the Jonah scenes.632 The juxtaposition of Jonah and the Three Hebrew 
Youths has early Christian literal evidence, too. In his treatise on the resurrection of 
the flesh, Tertullian mentions them together with the Israelites in the desert and 
the bodily ascents of Enoch and Elijah as examples of those whose bodies remained 
intact despite fires or devouring sea monsters.633 He writes: 
[...] that the Babylonian fires injured neither the hats nor the trousers of the 
three brethren, though these are garments foreign to the Jews; that Jonah, 
though swallowed up by the beast of the sea in whose belly wrecked ships 
were daily digested, is spewed out unhurt three days later (Tertullian, De re-
surectione carnis, 58)634 
There are fiery furnace scenes that are juxtaposed with the figure of Noah. 
There are two examples635 (one in the Priscilla Catacomb (Figure 86), another in the 
Coemeterium Maius), where the image of the Three Youths is put adjacent to 
Noah’s image in such a way that the link between the two pictures is formed by a 
dove holding an olive branch.636 
The combination of these two images has been regarded as an example of 
‘inter-visuality’ in early Christian artefacts. The viewer was expected to fill in the 
gaps in the details of the narrative and to draw conclusions about the juxtaposition 
of certain images that served as references or signs of the stories rather than their 
illustrations.637 (The theme of composition and agenda was discussed in Chapter 
2.2.) 
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There is an interpretation that regards the image of the Three Youths as a 
representation of survival and peace in a hostile environment.638 The orante hand 
position was to show clearly the state of the people in great need facing extreme 
threat. The uplifted hands represent reunification with God in eternal life in the 
case of the Three Youths, Daniel, Noah or Susannah alike. Thereby, they all serve as 
simple and direct examples of the acquired deliverance in time of danger.639  
In this approach, this scene would above all point to political harassment, 
and similarly to the other frequently depicted stories from the Book of Daniel, i.e. 
that of Daniel and Susannah, which jointly form a cycle, and can be interpreted ac-
cording to the paradigm of deliverance from intimidations and persecutions.640 (The 
hypothesis which regards these Old Testament images in the framework of the ‘Ret-
tungsparadigmata’ was introduced in Chapter 3.3 and evaluated in 3.7.3.)  
A second type of interpretation asserts that the meaning of this scene, simi-
lar to that of Noah, Jonah or Daniel, unfolds when taken to mean perseverance 
even as far as martyrdom.641 Early Christian writers had already presumed this layer 
of this biblical story. The first evidence is as early as the late first or the first half of 
the second century from the writing known as the first epistle of Clement to the 
Corinthians. It says: 
Was it by those who practised the magnificent and glorious worship of the 
Most High that Ananias, Azarias, and Misael, were shut up in the fiery fur-
nace? Let us not suppose that such was the case. Who, then, were the men 
who did these things? Abominable men and full of all wickedness were in-
flamed to such a degree of wrath that they cast into tortures those who, with 
a holy and a blameless purpose, served God, not knowing that the Most High 
is a champion and defender of those who with a pure conscience serve his 
most excellent name, to whom be glory world without end. Amen. (1 Clem-
ent 45:7)642 
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In the first half of the third century, North African authors particularly, lay 
emphasis on the Three Youths’ refusal to venerate pagan idols and remain faithful 
to God. By these means, both Tertullian and Cyprian used their story as an exhorta-
tion to courageous persistence during the times of persecution at several places.643 
Later, in the fourth century, Jerome also highlights the braveness of the Hebrew 
Youths and mentions it as an example to the gentiles. He writes: 
[...] an opportunity of salvation was afforded to the barbarian nations 
through the opportune presence of the captive Jews [among them], with the 
result that after they had first come to know the power of the one true God 
through Daniel’s revelation of the dream, they might then learn from the 
brave example of the three youths to despise death [variant: might learn that 
death ought to be despised], and to eschew the worship of idols. (Jerome, 
Commentarii in Danielem, 3.1)644 
There is another interpretation that gives emphasis to the image’s connec-
tion to Noah’s picture. (Figure 25) This hypothesis supposes a parallelism between 
the destruction of sinful people by means of water or fire as part of the eschatologi-
cal judgment day, and between Noah’s and the Youths’ rescue from death, at the 
same time. As visual parables of judgement, these subjects would have referred to a 
moralistic warning, namely that only the righteous shall be rescued out of destruc-
tion.645  
According to a fourth interpretation, the images of the Three Youths in the 
Furnace and Noah in his ark serve as typologies of baptism and bodily resurrection. 
Both Noah and the Three Youths may have been figuratively baptized, since mar-
tyrdom was also considered a type of baptism, ‘baptism of blood’. The tradition 
behind this concept goes back to the First Epistle of John that states:  
This is the one who came by water and blood—Jesus Christ. He did not come 
by water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit who testifies, be-
cause the Spirit is the truth. For there are three that testify: the Spirit, the 
water and the blood; and the three are in agreement. (1 John 5:6-8) 
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Moreover, when John the Baptist announces the coming of Jesus, he differ-
entiates his own baptism with only water, and that of the one who will come, with 
the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matthew 4:11-12). Therefore, both the flood in Noah’s 
case and the fire in the case of the Youths could serve as typoi of baptism and point 
further to salvation and eternal life gained through baptism.646  
In conclusion, the interpretation of the Three Youths in the fiery furnace has 
been approached from various points of view. One has been understood as refer-
ring to delivery from hostile threat, even from martyrdom, one to salvation through 
baptism and finally, one to the final judgement. 
8.3. The Iconography of the Magi 
The adoration of the Magi or the Wise Men was portrayed in a standardized way in 
early Christian artefacts. The earliest existing portrayal of the Magi, dated to the 
middle of the third century, appears above an arch in the Catacomb of Priscilla, in 
Rome.647 (Figure 87) Their picture is among the first narrative images in Christian 
artefacts, and predates most other New Testament scenes including any other rep-
resentation of Christ’s nativity.648 
Although initially the number of the Magi varied between two and six in 
early Christian iconography, later it became generally accepted as three.649 The 
gospel does not mention the exact number of the Magi, and there is no certain tra-
dition in this matter. Their number of three was probably influenced by various fac-
tors: the number of their gifts according to the Gospel of Matthew, by the allegori-
cal interpretation of these three gifts by Origen in the third century650, and another 
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passage in Origen’s writings, where he parallels the Magi with another group con-
sisting of three people.651 
The pictures’ content and occurrence are noteworthy. They were depicted 
as three men, identical in size and race, dressed in Persian garments. They advance 
in a line in one direction. This kind of composition is characterized as ‘dynamic hori-
zontal’.652 They carry gifts, one of which in many cases is a crown of gold, the so-
called aurum coronarium.653 The early images appear predominantly in funerary 
settings: on catacomb walls or sarcophagi. In Roman catacombs, the image of the 
Magi was typically placed on the vault of the arcosolia, similarly to the aforemen-
tioned position of the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace.654  
Following the Constantinian turn, which brought a peaceful era for Christians 
in the Roman Empire, the picture of the Magi continued in popularity and was fur-
ther developed by the elaboration of its narrative function. This meant that the 
presence of the mother on a throne and the child Jesus on her lap became constant, 
the faces of the three men gained individual features, differentiating them in age or 
race in several cases and also the attending angel and camels became part of the 
composition.655 
The image of the Magi has been primarily interpreted in the context of the 
relation between Christians and the official Roman authority. In the matrix of late 
Roman society, the iconography of the adoration of the Magi would have asserted 
Christ’s strength and power using imperial categories and political terms.656 Offering 
the precious gifts, especially the above mentioned gold crown was to express a 
challenge to the all-powerful Roman Empire and her emperor by artistic means.  
Another opinion remains in the interpretative field of might and politics, but 
inverts the elements making the emperor the initiator. In this interpretation, the 
Adoration image was not intended to challenge the supremacy of the emperor, but 
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would have been promoted by Emperor Constantine the Great himself to demon-
strate the close connection between imperial victory and the Christians’ belief. The 
image of the Magi may have been used with similar intentions that have been pro-
posed for the Christogram, which was used as an official imperial triumph symbol in 
the first half of the fourth century.657 (On the Christogram as a tropaion, see Chap-
ter 7.2) 
Decker’s interpretation goes further when identifying the distinct icono-
graphic elements of the Adoration image as transformed versions of the contempo-
raneous Roman imperial iconography. The image is described as follows: foreign 
men in recognizable Oriental garments (trousers and caps) hasten to pay homage to 
their sovereign and held their precious gifts in their hands. Gold is brought to the 
triumphant emperor who rules over the whole earth. In the new Christian context, 
the subjugated Orientals comply with the Magi, the golden crown with their gifts in 
their hands and the all-powerful emperor with the new-born Christ.658 
Another hypothesis explains the popularity of the Adoration scene from the 
fourth century on by interpreting it as a claim that Christ was the supreme magi-
cian. This idea uses the same passage from Origen’s Against Celsus, which has been 
partly cited above and will be again in ensuing sections. It presumes that the Magi’s 
efficacy in divinations, which rested on their familiarity with evil spirits, was broken 
by Christ’s greater power due to his divinity immediately after his birth.659 This in-
terpretation argues that by the fourth century, when Late Antique mystery religions 
gained popularity indeed, the distinctive Oriental dress worn also by the Magi des-
ignated not just foreigners in general, but Oriental magicians specifically. It occurred 
in the iconography of Orpheus of Thrace, Mithras and the Zoroastrian magicians 
from Persia, too.660 
The scene of the Magi has also been interpreted as referring to hopes for the 
afterlife. In this context, an epitaph from the Catacomb of Priscilla can be cited, on 
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which there is an inscription: SEVERA  INDEOVIVAS.661 (Figure 88) A female bust 
is carved to the left of the inscription. Probably, it is Severa herself. The inscription 
is placed to the left of the Magi and Mary with the child on her lap, who resembles 
the traditional iconography of Isis and Horus. There is a star above her head and a 
male figure behind her chair, who points to the star. This figure is probably the 
prophet Balaam.662 
The connection between the narrative of Balaam and the Magi is repre-
sented by the star, which is present between the two parts of the composition. This 
correlation can be found in Origen’s work titled Against Celsus. He writes: 
I am therefore of opinion that, possessing as they [the Magi] did the prophe-
cies of Balaam, which Moses also records, inasmuch as Balaam was cele-
brated for such predictions, and finding among them the prophecy about the 
star, and the words, „I shall show him to him, but not now; I deem him 
happy, although he will not be near,” they conjectured that the man whose 
appearance had been foretold along with that of the star, had actually come 
into the world; and having predetermined that he was superior in power to 
all demons, and to all common appearances and powers, they resolved to of-
fer him homage. (Origen, Contra Celsum, 1.60)663 
The inscription of the slab explicitly refers to life after death provided by 
God. It is highly probable that the biblical scene was carved beside it to affirm this 
message of hope by iconographic means. Both the figure of Balaam and the Magi 
are directed to the Christ child in the middle of the picture. His kingship is visible not 
only by the fact that he sits on a throne (together with her mother), but is manifest 
via the fulfilment of the ancient prophecies (signed by Balaam) and the adoration of 
the non-Jewish Magi. Such a divine sovereign must have the power to endow Sev-
era with the life that was wished for after her death. 
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8.4. The Connection Between the Three Youths and the 
Magi in Early Christian Iconography 
The resemblance between the image of the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace and 
the Adoration of the Magi in early Christian iconography is obvious. It is manifest 
not only via the iconographic similarities (three identical male figures in Oriental 
garments), but can also be acknowledged through the fact that they were often and 
willingly combined either in wall paintings, on sarcophagi664 or on silver caskets.665 
This combination of the two scenes is a peculiarity of early Christian iconography, 
since it seems that no contemporaneous literary evidence provides explanation for 
and theological background of this phenomenon.666 
However, G. Noga-Banai gives a reference to a passage in Jerome’s Com-
mentarii in Danielem, which really mentions the Magi from the Gospel of Matthew 
as being similar to other Chaldean mathematicians and philosophers, who had been 
asked to interpret the dream of King Nebuchadnezzar.667 Jerome writes:  
[…] common usage and ordinary conversation understands the term magi as 
wicked enchanters. Yet they were regarded differently among their own na-
tion, inasmuch as they were the philosophers of the Chaldeans, and even the 
kings and princes of this same nation do all they can to acquire a knowledge of 
this science. Wherefore also it was they who first at the nativity of our Lord 
and Savior learned of his birth, and who came to holy Bethlehem and adored 
the child, under the guidance of the star which shone above them. (Jerome, 
Commentarii in Danielem, 2.2)668 
Even if this passage is regarded as literary evidence for some kind of connection 
between the Three Hebrew Youths and the Magi, which is less obvious, it does not 
result in a comprehensive explanation for their appearances in early Christian ico-
nography. 
The typical position for both the Three Youths’ and the Magi’s pictures in 
Roman catacombs was on the vaulting of the arcosolia. The longitudinal surface of 
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the arch of an arcosolium proved to be an appropriate place for such compositions 
in which the figures were arranged in lengthwise.669 In the SS Peter and Paul Burial 
Chamber, the two side walls of the vault had a similar, longitudinal character. 
Therefore, this wall surface offered itself to be decorated with an iconographic 
structure organized in the same way as the vaults of the arcosolia in the catacombs 
in Rome. 
It has also been pointed out that there are juxtapositions of images in early 
Christian artefacts where the external similarity might have been more relevant in 
the juxtaposition of certain images than the adequacy of content. E.g., the three 
figures both in the image of Adam and Eve and the Three Youths in the Furnace 
seem to be a closer link between them than any other theological resemblance.670  
This supposition of a rather compositional than ideological connection to the 
image of Adam and Eve seems to be less adequate on the Adoration of the Magi. R. 
Jensen hypothesizes a ‘typological system of birth, conception, fall and incarnation’ 
visually appearing on two sarcophagi from the fourth century: one of them is in the 
Vatican Museums (Vatican 104) (Figure 89), the other one in Arles, France.671 Both 
are called ‘dogmatic’ sarcophagus. These similarly decorated and composed sar-
cophagi depict among others the creation of Adam and Eve as well as the Magi.672 
On the left hand side of the upper register on the front side of the sarcopha-
gus today in the Vatican Museums, there is an image of the Trinity creating Adam 
and Eve, whereas directly below it, in the lower register, the three Magi are carved 
presenting gifts to the Christ child, who is seated on his mother’s lap. Regarding the 
physical proximity and the compositional parallelism between the two images, a 
relationship between the two scenes can be assumed beyond doubt. 
This connection is highlighted by a small, but two-fold meaning element of 
the iconography. The first of the Magi points upward with his raised index finger not 
only to the star which led them to Jesus, but due to the structure of the whole side 
of the sarcophagus, as it has been outlined briefly, also to the image of Adam and 
Eve in the upper register above his head. (Figure 90) In R. Jensen’s interpretation, 
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this composition suggests that creation became completed in incarnation; the ‘fall’ 
of Adam and Eve and the Adoration of the Magi are equally part of the redemption 
narrative. Therefore, it is appropriate to juxtapose the beginning and the moment 
of its fulfilment.673 
The juxtaposition of the Three Youths and the Magi was also probably 
caused by more than mere aesthetic reasons. R. Jensen understands that the link 
between the Three Youths and the Magi (and also with Daniel in the lions’ den in 
several cases) is that on the one hand, all of them were easterners (i.e. Daniel and 
the Hebrew Youths lived in the Persian court) and on the other, that they possessed 
the gift of prophecy, interpretation of dreams and perhaps even of magic to resist 
the evil of pagan idolatry.674 To support this argument, she recalls the fourth-
century catacomb of Marcus and Marcellianus in Rome, where the paintings of the 
Magi and the Three Youths are grouped together.675 (Figure 91) Following this, Jen-
sen concludes that both can serve equally as a symbol of either salvation of the 
righteous, or baptism and resurrection.676 
F. Massara also confirms the strong connection between the two scenes 
when stating that the episode of the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace is a pendant 
of the one of the Magi. Relying on the Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de 
liturgie677, she says that the placement of the two episodes is usually motivated not 
only by a call for symmetry, but also a historical-symbolical reading of the two sto-
ries both with three people who renounce idolatry and embrace faith.678 
Such an arrangement of the two scenes can be found on a white marble sar-
cophagus from Arles, France, which was discovered in 1974 and is today in the 
Musée de l’Arles antique.679 (Figure 92) On the sarcophagus’ lid, the scenes are 
carved on either side of a centrally placed group of two Victory figures. They carry a 
medallion-shaped tabula containing an inscription with the name of Marcia Romana 
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Celsa.680 The images of the Youths and the Magi seem to be intentionally composed 
in such a way that while they complement one another, a real dialogue is created in 
this composition. 
The pendant type connection of the two images is also exemplified on early 
Christian silver caskets. As G. Noga-Banai evinced, ‘in two out of the three represen-
tations of the Fiery Furnace scene on the silver caskets, the Adoration of the Magi is 
depicted opposite or next to them’.681 She asserts that correlation between the two 
images is quasi a ‘visual echo’, in order to produce a balanced and harmonious 
iconographic program on the artefact carrying the message of the promised salva-
tion. 
8.5. A Hypothesis Proposed 
Taking into consideration al the observations and data discussed above, it can be 
argued for that early Christian iconographic programs were aimed to meet artistic 
as well as ideological criteria at the same time. Therefore, in the SS Peter and Paul 
Burial Chamber, the lengthwise arrangement of the panels on the two side walls 
was motivated not only by mere practical or aesthetical intentions. It does not seem 
accidental that this area of the decoration is placed above the head of the deceased 
in the arcosolia as well as on the vaulted side walls of this burial chamber. It can be 
assumed that the biblical scenes and more so their particular combination was in-
tended to bear a special message to the people buried there, under that vaulting, in 
an iconographic way.  
This layer of meaning is not independent of the message to the surviving 
mourners, but it could fill its consolatory role even via the fact that this area was 
addressed primarily to the deceased. For example, the deliverance of the Three 
Youths from the fire could mediate both the assuring promise of the deceased’s 
liberation from death and the hope for a similar deliverance for the living in the 
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future at the same time.682 (For the question of the target audience of early Chris-
tian artefacts, see Chapter 2.4.) 
In my view, the orientation of the three figures could be explained as fol-
lows.683 The iconographic importance of this orientation is confirmed by the picture 
on the opposite edge. Noah who is shown in his usual box-like ark turns to the cen-
tre panel as well. It can be assumed that the three pictures were composed to-
gether. This presupposition is supported by the various examples of combinations 
mentioned above. There are parallels between the Three Youths and Noah images 
both in appearance as well as in content. 
Besides all of these explanations, it may well be possible that the first view-
ers of the wall paintings of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber in the early nine-
teenth century were not completely wrong when they identified the three men as 
the Magi from the Gospel of Matthew.684 This identification was enhanced by the 
connection of the two panels of the three oriental men and the woman and her 
baby on her lap. The middle image was identified as the Virgin Mary with the child 
Jesus to whom the Magi hasten bringing their precious gifts.  
However, the identification of ‘a woman with her child’ composition as the 
Madonna and the Child Jesus appearing on the earliest Christian artefacts does not 
stand without opposition. For example, the so-called earliest depiction of the Virgin 
Mary in the Catacomb of Priscilla685 (dated to the third century) ‘may be nothing 
more than a poignant funerary portrait of a dead mother and child’.686 Expanding 
this hypothesis, other images of this type might be also interpreted in similar terms. 
Though the sole representation of the Virgin Mary was in fact sporadic in the third 
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and fourth centuries, she does appear as a figure in the stories of Christ’s life, for 
instance, first and foremost in the Adoration of the Magi scene.687 
Therefore, such a theory is demanded that can explain all key iconographic 
details of the fragmented picture, which are essential in the identification of this 
painting. These elements are: the importance of the number three (the three fig-
ures), the orientation toward the next panel, the Oriental clothes, the flame-like 
patches under their feet and the bent arms, probably holding a bowl. (Figure 23) 
Hence, taking into consideration all these features, I suggest that the identity of 
these three figures is intentionally kept ambiguous.  
T. Matthews in his book The Clash of Gods noticed a similar transposition of 
the Three Youths in the Furnace into the iconography of the three Magi. He writes: 
The most startling detail of the scene is the identification of the three young 
men with the Magi. For the brave magicians, who turn with gestures of dis-
gust from the image of the emperor, find before them the star of the Magi. 
Following the star, in the sequel image panel, they find the Christ Child on 
his Mother’s lap and they worship him.688  
Matthews points to the example of a fourth-century sarcophagus relief from 
Saint Gilles du Gard (near Arles) in France.689 (Figure 93) In this picture, the Three 
Youths from the Book of Daniel and the Magi are conflated: three men in eastern 
garments turn away from an idol and towards a star. It was supposed that the art-
ists confused the figures of the three young men with the Magi because of the simi-
larity of their dress.690 But in Matthews’ opinion, ‘this “mistake” was deliberate – 
the artists wanted to identify the two famous sets of the three magicians.’691  
A similarly ambiguous depiction of the Magi can be found on another sar-
cophagus from Italy. This fourth-century sarcophagus is named after the person 
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whose name is carved into the tabula of the sarcophagus: Flavius Julius Catervus.692 
It is found in the cathedral of Tolentino. Both sides of the sarcophagus are deco-
rated with the images of the Magi. One of them shows three beardless men clothed 
in Oriental garments, wearing the so-called Phrygian caps as they hasten with their 
gifts to the seated Mary with her son on her lap. (Figure 94) 
The other one shows them in the court of King Herod. (Figure 95) In this case, 
they are depicted in an unusual position: two of them are turned to the left, to the 
centre of the image, the middle one is pointing upwards to the star, but the third of 
the Magi, who is the closest one to the bearded Herod and his two guards, has his 
back to them and turns towards his two companions. Above the usual similarities 
between the two scenes, the gesture of facing away is reminiscent of the Three 
Youths’ typical image, in which they refuse to revere a false idol, turn away from the 
sovereign and his sculpture prepared to undertake the inevitable consequences of 
their action. In the Catervus sacrcophagus image, the allusion to this scene is fur-
ther enhanced by the fact that King Herod’s bust is visible above the king’s head 
standing on a sulcated pillar.693 
G. Noga-Banai, who studied Late Antique silver reliquary caskets and their 
iconography, opposes Mathews’ proposal on a ‘deliberate mistake’. She refuses 
Mathews’ hypothesis mentioned above when stating that Mathews’ ‘interpretation 
does not necessarily hold for other representations of the two trio scenes’.694 How-
ever, she does not deny the close relation between the two images; on the con-
trary, her argument builds on the hypothesis of an even deeper conviction. In her 
view, the association of the Magi as a reference to Christ’s Epiphany with the Three 
Youths transmits the message of the promised salvation.695 
My hypothesis is that the artist in Sopianae deliberately produced such a 
composition with three men in Oriental clothing that could be interpreted as the 
Magi turning to the next panel with the Mother and the Child, and at the same 
time, as the Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace connected to Noah on the opposite 
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side of the wall. Furthermore, this technique, i.e. the combination of several scenes 
into a single composition, cannot have been unfamiliar to the artist of this burial 
chamber in Sopianae. The depiction of Jonah on the opposite side wall is an excel-
lent example for condensing into one single panel what is usually depicted in a 
number of individual pictures.696 (Figure 27) If the present hypothesis is correct, this 
combination is not just another occurrence of the known and accepted juxtaposi-
tion of scenes of the Three Youths and the Magi, but also a unique and masterful 
utilization of the potentiality of the two themes in one composition. 
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9. The Missing Picture 
The picture areas of the eastern sidewalls in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
are quite damaged. Of the picture panel portraying the scene of the Fall, only Eve’s 
torso and some details of the tree survived. (Figure 26) Adam’s figure has com-
pletely vanished. The exact identification of the middle panel is not possible due to 
damage to the secco. Finally, the south-eastern corner panel tells the tale of Jonah 
condensed into one single picture area as mentioned before. (Figure 27) 
The picture in the middle panel has perished. But there is a report about a 
fragment from the beginning of the twentieth century. According to O. Szőnyi, 
‘there was a 10-cm-long fragment of a strong foot there, which was drawn with 
black contours and inclined at the knee. The upper part of the foot is 3.7, the lower 
5.6 cm long’.697 Proceeding from this fragment, he looked for a composition com-
mon among the catacomb paintings in Rome, which has a figure in the nude or 
wearing only a tunic in the centre. He finally found it in the depiction of Daniel. 
(Figure 10) 
Later Szőnyi suggested that it is possible that this fragment belonged to the 
hip of the Good Shepherd. This suggestion was shared by L. Nagy in the 1930s.698 
According to F. Gerke, possible depictions present in a panel between the Fall and 
the cycle of Jonah might have been: the Good Shepherd, Orante, the resurrection of 
Lazarus, or another salvation scene from the Old Testament.699  
In the first decade of the 2000s, G. Heidl further developed this theory. In his 
new hypothesis, a new approach to the question is put forward. He suggested that 
the figure of the Good Shepherd should have been there because in this case, there 
would have been a depiction of Christ in every central field of the burial chamber. 
(His hypothesis was discussed earlier in Chapter 7.6.) If a viewer stood in the middle 
of the room, there would be a Christogram opposite him in the middle of the wall 
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between Peter and Paul, another Christogram above his head on the ceiling, the 
child with his mother on his left hand side and another picture of Christ on the 
other side. Knowing that the Good Shepherd is one of the most traditional composi-
tions of the Roman catacombs, what else could it be than the popular Good Shep-
herd? – claims Heidl.700 
Before trying to choose between Daniel701 and the Good Shepherd,702 the 
question will be approached in a broader context. According to J. Spier, the Chris-
tian artefacts of the third and fourth centuries were marked by ‘a use of a limited 
selection of concisely composed images, which were often juxtaposed in various 
ways’.703 He suggests that the limited selection of pictures must have had a special 
meaning, but the images are almost never accompanied by explanatory inscriptions. 
However, based on the extant evidence, we can assert that ‘certain biblical scenes 
appear with great frequency, others only occasionally, and some not at all.’704 
‘The consistency of the iconographic programs from tomb to tomb indicates 
that individual taste or personal whim played little role in the decoration of these 
places’, claims R. Jensen.705 Therefore, to make a well-substantiated hypothesis 
about the missing panel, a composition of this kind should be found. Since G. Syn-
der states in his book, Ante Pacem that ‘early Christian archaeology refers primarily 
to Rome’,706 A. Nestori’s collection707 of the wall paintings in the different cata-
combs of Rome can provide a stable and reliable initiation for further considera-
tions.  
But before a more detailed analysis, a unique iconographic feature of the 
Sopianae cemetery needs to be mentioned. The fourth century brought forward 
several innovations in Christian iconography. From the first decades of this century, 
the list of popular biblical scenes grew significantly both in funerary context and in 
church decoration as well. A lot of other episodes from the Old Testament were 
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added to the former repertoire. Previously unknown passages from the Book of 
Genesis were depicted on the paintings in the Via Latina Catacomb (e.g. Abraham’s 
visitors at Mamre and scenes from the life of Joseph) and from other books (Phar-
aoh’s daughter finding Moses and the manifestation of the burning bush).708 
But these changes do not affect the paintings in the cemetery of Sopianae. It 
is conspicuous how conservative the catalogue of the pictures is here. Synder draws 
the attention to the fact that  
[...] early Christian art in other locations where the time lapse between them 
and Rome gives us a post-Constantinian date, but a pre-Constantinian style. 
[...] The frescoes there repeat what has been found in Rome as third-century 
materials.709  
The only exception in Sopianae could be the depiction of the Magi discussed in the 
former section (see Chapters 8.1 and 8.5). But if that hypothesis is appropriate, it is 
not the introduction of an absolutely fresh topic, but rather the expanded interpre-
tation of an older form. 
Taking into consideration this provincial phenomenon, examples are col-
lected in Rome which are similar to the wall paintings of the Sopianae burial cham-
ber.710 The earlier argument that since the eastern wall is decorated only with Old 
Testament scenes, on the other side ‘a similarly Old Testament scene (for example 
Daniel) is a more likely guess’711, is not satisfactory.   
The details of this compilation can be found in the following chart. As it can 
be seen, there is no place in Rome where all of the pictures from Sopianae would 
appear in the same cubiculum. At the same time, there are such places where four 
of them occur together. (The numbers of these cubicula are written in italics.) Hav-
ing examined these places, it can be claimed that there are four cubicula, where the 
Good Shepherd appears, but there are only two examples among them without the 
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presence of Daniel. There are four instances when the picture of Daniel is there 





Adam & Eve Noah Three Youths Jonah Woman with 
Child 
Daniel Good Shepherd 
Aureli 1      Aureli 2 
  Balbina 2   Balbina 2  
Callisto 37  Callisto 27 Callisto 2, 6, 21, 
22, 23, 24, 25, 
27 
 Callisto 2, 6, 28 Callisto 2, 3, 4, 6, 
14, 21, 22, 23, 
26, 45, 46 
   Circo di Massen-
zio 1  
   
   Ciriaca 2    
    Commodilla 3 Commodilla 5  
Domitilla 33, 39 
(?), 43, 51, 57, 
69, 77 
Domitilla 3 e 10, 
31, 43, 45, 62, 
69 
Domitilla 31, 33, 
62, 69 
Domitilla 27, 30, 
31, 36, 60, 62, 
74 
Domitilla 54 Domitilla 3 e 10, 
28, 31, 39 (?), 45, 
62, 67, 69 
Domitilla 23, 27, 
34, 39, 42, 51, 
63, 67, 70, 72, 
73, 74, 75 
  Ermete 4, 10 Ermete 3 Ermete 1 Ermete 3, 4, 9 Ermete 2, 3 





    Giordano e Epi-
maco 1 
 
Maius 8, 9, 17, 
19 
Maius 8, 9, 12, 
13, 16 
Maius 5, 12, 16, 
19 
Maius 4, 5, 12, 
13, 15, 16, 17, 
Maius 22 Maius 4, 8, 16, 
18, 19 
Maius 4, 5, 6 (?), 





19 16, 17, 19 
 Marco e Marcell. 
6 
Marco e Marcell. 
5 
Marco e Marcell. 
5 
  Marco e Marcell. 
5 
 Minus 1    Minus 1  
 Nuziatella 4      
 Panfilio 1   Panfilio 5   
Pietro e Marcel-
lino 44, 51, 52, 
57, 58 
Pietro e Marcel-
lino 15, 21, 22, 
27, 28, 47, 48, 
57, 64, 65, 67, 




lino 15, 16, 18, 
22, 27, 28, 29, 
34, 35, 39, 45, 
47, 49, 51, 53, 
58, 64, 67, 69, 
77 
 Pietro e Marcel-
lino 11, 21, 24, 
27, 29, 41, 42 (?), 
51, 54, 57, 65, 71, 
74, 77, 78, 79 
Pietro e Marcel-
lino 14, 15, 16, 
19, 20, 21, 22, 
28, 29, 34, 35, 
39, 42, 45, 51, 
53, 57, 62(?), 64, 
67, 71, 74, 76, 
77, 78 
 Ponziano 3 Ponziano 4    Ponziano 9 
 Pretestato 19  Pretestato 8, 17  Pretestato 14, 17 Pretestato 3, 8, 
15, 17, 19 
Priscilla 32 Priscilla 1, 5, 39 Priscilla 7, 25, 39 Prisc. 5, 7, 9, 15, 
32 
Priscilla 10 Priscilla 39 Prisc. 5, 7, 9, 10, 
13, 14, 15, 19, 
22, 37 
 Quatro oranti 
presso Vibia 2 
 Quatro oranti 
presso Vibia 2 
   





     Sta Croce 4  
   Tecla 2  Tecla 2  
    Valentino 1   
      Via Yser 5 
 Via Anapo 12, 14 Via Anapo 8 Via Anapo 8, 9, 
10, 11 
 Via Anapo 8, 9, 
10, 11, 14 
Via Anapo 7 
Via Latina 1, 2, 
3, 11 
Via Latina 1, 2, 
13 
Via Latina 1, 13   Via Latina 1, 13  
 Via Paisiello 1 Via Paisiello 1 Via Paisiello 1   Via Paisiello 1 
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There are different theories in the current literature that attempt to explain 
why those certain Old Testament episodes occur among the catacomb paintings 
with a significant frequency. (The summary of the different explanations is available 
in Chapter 3.) Although the theories mentioned there differ in many aspects, the 
former presence of Daniel could be argued with fewer problems on the basis of any 
of them. 
Another argument would be that the closest parallel of Adam and Eve was 
found in the so called Early Christian Mausoleum in Sopianae, in the same ceme-
tery. Therefore, the fact should be taken into account that it is Daniel in the next 
picture to the one with Adam and Eve in that burial chamber, and there is no depic-
tion of the Good Shepherd there, at least in the condition as we know the chamber 
today (since its ceiling has been damaged totally). (Figure 43) 
On the basis of these two arguments, the assignment of Daniel’s depiction to 
the missing panel has a higher likelihood. 
R. Jensen presents a complex interpretation of early Christian images which 
occur above all in funerary art and their academic reception. She researches the 
significance of several biblical stories on different levels and tries to make cross-
references among them. There are some concepts which appear as nodal points in 
this interpretation matrix. The key terms of interpretation used by Jensen are crea-
tion and recreation, resurrection, rebirth, baptism, salvation, hope. She supposes 
that as ‘baptism is an extraordinarily complex rite with expansive theological signifi-
cation’ as ‘artistic references to this sacrament ought to be as layered or multifac-
eted as baptism itself’.712 So on the grounds of her thoughts, it can be drawn as a 
conclusion that not only each biblical image as an individual element has a multiva-
lent interpretation, but the whole iconographic structure of this burial chamber 
bears a multilevel significance.  
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10. The ‘Korsós’ or the Burial Chamber 
with the Jar 
This Chapter is about the ‘Korsós’ or the Burial Chamber with the Jar, which con-
tains decorative elements rather than single wall paintings.713 Before analysing the 
iconographic program of the burial chamber, some preliminary remarks will be 
made on these elements which are usually regarded as ‘neutral’. 
10.1. The So-Called ‘Neutral’ Elements 
In this section, a special group of decorative elements of early Christian artefacts 
will be studied. They are usually described as ‘neutral’ elements. This description 
primarily refers to the fact that they seem to be neither Christian, nor ‘pagan’. They 
cannot be classified to either of these two categories, consequently, they are neu-
tral. Although the application of the attribute ‘neutral’ is conventional in icono-
graphic studies, there are reasons for examining the meaning and relevance of this 
‘neutrality’. 
10.1.1. The concept of neutrality in early Christian iconography 
Neutrality is a debated concept not only in iconographic contexts. M. M. Bakhtin, a 
Russian philosopher and literary critic, while investigating the origins of the novel, 
was faced with the problem of neutral words. He asserted that  
[...] there are no “neutral” words and forms — words and forms that can be-
long to “no one”. [...] All words have a “taste” of a profession, a genre, a 
tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular person, a generation, an 
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age group, the day and hour. Each word tastes of the context and contexts in 
which it has lived its socially charged life.714 
If visual art is recognized to create a special language for its makers and re-
cipients, than it can be argued that its elements work like words in oral or written 
language. Adapting Bakhtin’s argument to the field of iconography, it can be as-
serted that the use of the attribute ‘neutral’ in early Christian iconography can be 
problematic and mistaken, since it can be used in the sense of ‘meaningless’ or ‘use-
less’, or express the old binary model of either ‘Christian’ or ‘pagan’. This model 
seems to be too reductive and exclusive. An iconographic interpretation based on 
the ‘neutrality’ of elements inadvertently limits itself to a constricted area or a bi-
nary world-view. 
This category contains images and elements, like doves, peacocks, twining 
vines and grapes, fish and other sea creatures, boats, lambs, olive and palm trees, 
vases, tables, baskets of bread.715 They are less figurative and more decorative, in 
several cases, symbolic. Their origins and parallels are generally apparent in non-
Christian art. This fact suggests that the attribute ‘neutral’ is not entirely accurate in 
this aspect either. It does not exactly mean that a ‘neutral’ element was neither 
Christian, nor ‘pagan’, but much rather both, i.e. its employment was widespread in 
Late Antique art, not restricted to any religious group.   
However, F. Bisconti observes a ‘slow and progressive’ transformation in 
early Christian artefacts that ‘passes from neutral or poly-semantic themes to a true 
Christian repertoire.’716 Because of this transforming nature and of the complex 
correlations between Christians and non-Christians in Late Antique art, the signifi-
cance of these elements cannot be reduced merely to Christian religious contents, 
although their proximity to biblical subjects in compositions naturally implies Chris-
tian meanings.  
This twofold aspect should advise caution against both ‘over-interpretation’ 
and ‘under-interpretation’ at the same time. While studying the Callistus catacomb 
in Rome, P. Finney asserts about ‘neutral’ elements that ‘Nothing demands that the 
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people of the Callistus catacomb saw religious meanings in any of these subjects. 
Nor does anything forbid this possibility. [...] A non liquet seems to me the most 
intelligent solution.’717 
There is an approach that attributes a less important, a mere decorative role 
to these ‘neutral’ elements. This opinion sees their main purpose in simply filling 
the remaining spaces between and around the biblical and/or mythological scenes 
and figures, which bear the real and profound meaning of the decoration. J. Pollini 
challenges this approach by analysing the floral ornaments of the Ara Pacis Augus-
tae in Rome. He writes:  
[...] the peoples of antiquity would have been more receptive to these floral 
and faunal images because of the greater appreciation among polytheistic 
peoples of the intimate relationship between nature and the divine. The 
plants, animals, and insects encountered so frequently in ancient art serve 
on occasion as symbols of human characteristics, virtues, or vices, as visual 
metonyms for various gods, or as manifestations of divine will.718 
The typically secondary and subordinate role of these elements in the gen-
eral composition and iconographic agenda may suggest that the same images might 
have borne more or less significance, depending on the context. Although, in most 
cases, they did not express the commissioner’s beliefs directly, they can be ne-
glected from neither an artistic, nor an iconographic point of view. They were em-
ployed or adapted by the artists most probably without any further speculation or 
theological deliberation. They were familiar with them from other tombs in gen-
eral.719  
There are a great number of plants (e.g. flowers, palm leaf) and animals (e.g. 
bird, peacock, sheep, goat, cattle) all around the catacombs, whose significance can 
be overlooked by an inexpert viewer.720 According to E. Goodenough, they might 
seem merely ‘formal’ until it is noticed that they are rather interchangeable with 
similar motifs. He suggests that special attentiveness was required to recognise the 
aliveness and symbolism of ‘formal’ ornaments. Goodenough states that Christians 
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adapted these forms to a lesser degree to express hope for immortality than Jews 
and pagans, who used them in a symbolic way, since ‘the garlands, wreaths, birds, 
Victories, starry ceilings, and the like, seem by no means to have lost their symbolic 
value in the ancient world.’721  
However, Goodenough also challenges the argument which states that if the 
designs have no symbolic meaning for today’s viewer, they could have had none for 
the ancient painters or those who commissioned the decorations either. Therefore, 
he denies that ‘early Christians wanted only “decoration,” and used formal motifs 
from mystic symbolism, mythology, and the Bible because these forms were famil-
iar, but with no thought of their “religious” implications.’722 On the contrary, he 
suggests that the foremost effect of these elements of decoration was that as they 
filled the spaces in the catacombs, they generated a particular atmosphere. This 
atmosphere could communicate the message of hope in funerary contexts appro-
priately, in a not too specific, but quite deep meaningful way. 
10.1.2. Marble imitation 
Among the ‘neutral’ elements, the decoration of the walls with painted marble imi-
tation also needs mentioning. The purpose of this method was ‘to decorate archi-
tectural features and to replicate opus sectile’.723 These marble imitations were oc-
casionally supplemented with the imitated fronts of sarcophagi or stuccoes (like in 
the Tomb No. 29 in Isola Sacra724 or the luxurious rooms of the Hypogaeum of Via 
Dino Compagni725). It also appears in the cemetery of Sopianae in the so-called Bur-
ial Chamber with the Jar. (Figure 34) There are a good number of parallels to this 
type of decoration of the Burial Chamber with the Jar in this place, I would like to 
refer only to the decoration of the so-called Case Romane on the Celian Hill in Rome 
(Figure 96 and Figure 97) and that of the Mausoleum of Iulii (or Mausoleum M) in 
the Vatican Necropolis under St Peter’s Basilica (Figure 98). 
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As it has been noted in Chapter 5.1.1, there was an attempt to copy the Ro-
man domus in the settings of Roman tombs.726 Thus, the conventional division, 
which characterised domestic buildings, was employed in funerary contexts as well. 
According to Roman architectural customs, the space of a room was divided into 
three sections. The wall was typically separated into three horizontal, painted 
zones: a dado, a middle space (often divided into three areas) and a frieze and cor-
nice.727 The painted marble imitations were predominantly used at the socket of the 
cubicula.  
The ‘pseudo-veneer’, which is an economical substitute for real marble, par-
ticularly in the dado, gained popularity from Diocletian’s reign in the late third cen-
tury. From the time of the Tetrarchy, it reached its zenith, when already whole walls 
were decorated in this way and there were rooms where the imitation of incrusta-
tion became the decoration’s main motif.728 To reproduce the opulent environment 
created in the houses of the new senatorial aristocracy, brightly coloured rectangu-
lar, diamond-shaped and circular panels imitated the various kinds of marbles and 
breccias.729 Hence, the imitation served a social aim, namely to replicate the aristo-
cratic environment for both the resting place of the deceased and the visiting place 
of their household. 
10.1.3. Vessels and containers 
Among the so-called ‘neutral’ elements, vessels and other containers also form a 
particular group. They are not only elements of decoration, depicted or inscribed, 
but also occur physically in the tombs. Consequently, their iconographic explanation 
is significantly influenced by researches and theories of Christian archaeology. 
Kitchen utensils, bottles and other glass or ceramic containers seem to be relevant 
to funerary banquets and the refrigerium both in a generic and summative way.730 
Since, their significance is ambivalent (or possibly multivalent), their interpretation 
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in archaeology oscillates between regarding them as mere decorations, funerary 
equipment or items in a hypothesized symbolic meal.731 
J. Engemann notices that there is a particular attitude behind the tendency 
of attributing cultic significance to everyday vessels. Significantly higher archaeo-
logical value and importance are attached to those vessels or objects that were ei-
ther used during the celebration of the Eucharist, were a gift for baptism or were 
made for funerary purposes.732 According to him, this attitude is triggered by the 
difficulty of abstracting the archaeological findings from their relevance to the pre-
sent, particularly in cases where a museum or a collection has ecclesiastical regards 
to the objects as well. 
Thus, the temptation of over-interpreting items of quotidian life (either real 
or depicted) as sacral objects is to be avoided.733 However, in many cases, desacral-
izing explanations in early Christian iconography also give the impression of insuffi-
ciency.734 Therefore, Engemann’s suggestion is to explain the significance of the 
vessels and other similar objects as symbolic articles that played an important role 
in everyday life in the early Christian period in a more impartial way than they 
would typically do today.735 
10.2. The Significance of the Jar 
The only figures found in the niche scooped into the northern wall of the burial 
vault are a jar and glass. (Figure 35) The bluish green colour of the vessels shows 
that these are depictions of glass vessels. Both vessel types can be defined. The 
conic cup was very popular through the whole of the fourth century. The shape of 
the wine jar is more specific. It has one bail and its neck is cone shaped. The shape 
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of the vessel is neither ball, nor coil, rather its belly looks like an egg standing on its 
broader side. Glass vessels whose shape is similar to the form of this painted one 
but not the same are more typically found in the southern rather than the northern 
part of Pannonia.  
It is worth taking a look at the artefacts in the grave from Pannonia in the 
fourth century to see whether this composition of the wine jar and cup occurs only 
on a wall painting, or in reality as well. The analysis of these vessels’ occurrences in 
the northern part of Roman Pannonia has been done by a Hungarian archaeologist, 
E. Tóth.736 There are several Roman graves from the province of Pannonia which 
contained artefacts like a plate, a cup and in many cases also a jug.  
One of these is a 0.33 m tall jar in dark blue colour. (Figure 99) It was found 
together with a glass cup and a glazed dish in a late Roman grave at Mosdós 
(Southwest Hungary) in 1923 and is held in the Rippl-Rónai Museum in Kaposvár. 
The jar is dated to the second half of the fourth century. Its pear-shaped appear-
ance imitates similar metal vessels. Its bottom is flat. This jar is unique among the 
grave findings from Pannonia: there is no other cobalt blue glass jar in such size and 
condition from the fourth century. 
The presence of these vessels can be explained on the grounds of Roman fu-
nerary traditions. The custom of a funeral meal, which was shared by the mourners 
and the deceased, was commonly spread in the empire. The kitchen utensils were 
essentially used for eating and drinking at these funeral meals. It is very likely that 
they contained food and drink as it is indicated by the remains of animal bones near 
them in some cases and by the depictions carved in gravestones.  
The presence of a cup and a jar in a grave is much more infrequent than the 
one of a plate and a cup. The different usage must indicate a different, i.e. symbolic 
meaning. The importance of this symbol is emphasized by the fact that its position 
is central in the burial chamber. Especially as the other paintings on the walls are 
only marble incrustation and vine tendrils. The connection of the wine jar and the 
cup to the refrigerium is obvious.  
But they also express the afterlife faith of the people who built or had the 
graves built. Because a jar and a cup are containers of liquids, it seems evidential 
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that the intention was to protect the deceased, especially from thirst in the after-
life. It was a common belief in the Mediterranean region that the thirst of the one 
who roams and wanders in the other world must be alleviated by the ones who are 
alive. But this theory was accepted not only by ‘pagans’ but by Christians as well. 
Some examples are the parable of the poor Lazarus and the rich man from the Gos-
pel of Luke (16:20) or Perpetua’s vision of her brother, the child Dinocrates.737 
10.3. A. Brent’s Wittgentsteinian Interpretation  
In his iconographic interpretation of the Burial Chamber with the Jar, Allen Brent 
aims  
to reconstruct the fourth and fifth century non-verbal, iconographic dis-
course whose meaning derives from common pagan and early Christian 
elements that are not mutually exclusive but interact with one another in a 
shared web of meaning.738  
He challenges those empiricist and therefore reductionist tendencies (by F. 
Gerke739 and F. Fülep740) that in the process of understanding take only the artefact 
itself and its viewer into account. This kind of methodology seems to forget that the 
interaction between an artefact and its viewer cannot be separated from other 
similar interactions between other artefacts and other viewers all at the same time 
in the frame of a shared life and the ‘cross-cultic referentialism’ around the Roman 
Empire (cf. Chapter 1.3.2). These innumerable interactions formed a great web of 
‘language games’ (Chapter 1.2.1) based on ‘family resemblances’ (Chapter 1.2.2) in 
the Wittgensteinian sense, and existed among the different viewers and the differ-
ent artefacts respectively. 
Brent argues that some of the iconographic elements appearing in the Sopi-
anae cemetery and particularly in the Burial Chamber with the Jar, were also pre-
sent in other sites from the third and fourth centuries, thus they represent such a 
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shared conceptual background between ‘pagans’ and Christians of the era ‘in which 
a logic of synthesis and mutual understanding rather than of exclusion and contra-
diction is operative’.741 
Brent asserts that the iconographic elements of the wine jar (Figure 39), the 
vine tendrils (Figure 31 and Figure 35), the fenced garden (Figure 32, Figure 33 and 
Figure 36) and the table for a funerary meal (Figure 37), which are present in the 
Burial Chamber with the Jar, are not an arbitrary collection and do not stand alone. 
They together refer to the refrigerium, a refreshment meal for the dead, which was 
rich in meaning both in Graeco-Roman ‘paganism’ as well as in early Christianity.742 
The interrelationship of these images formed part of a shared, iconographic dis-
course, ‘whose conceptual vagueness enables new possibilities implicit in the lan-
guage game to be actualized in new ways’.743 
This referential plurality of the refrigerium was based on the shared customs 
and ‘language games’ in late Roman society, and generated a living dialogue be-
tween the manifold forms of life of people. The concept of the refrigerium and its 
non-verbal, artistic representations are exempt of any exhaustive definition, and 
consequently are adequately open-ended to play many roles in various dynamic 
interactions. 
Brent hypothesises that in the iconographic program of the Burial Chamber 
with the Jar, there were not only concrete, actual iconographic references to the 
refrigerium meal present, but potential ones as well. The potential ones can be 
found in other similar contexts and connect to those elements that are used and 
actually present in the particular place through the ‘family resemblance’ in the 
Wittgensteinian sense. The potential elements were not depicted in the Burial 
Chamber with the Jar in reality, but theoretically, they might have been, since they 
are all elements of a common ‘language game’ which follows the same logic.744 
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So making allowance for the whole iconographic program of this burial chamber 
and the possible interpretations of its core motif, the wine jar and cup, it can be 
presumed that the religious identity of this grave cannot be defined unambiguously. 
What F. Bisconti ascertained about the vessel findings in the catacombs is true 
about these vessel symbols, too: ‘their significance resided in their ambivalent and 
multivalent role that oscillated between decoration and funerary equipment.’745 
Probably, it is not an accident that there are no special Christian symbols in this 
tomb, which otherwise stands amongst graves that are full of biblical pictures or at 
least signed by painted Christograms (e.g., Figure 44, Figure 45, Figure 52). Never-
theless, the decoration of this burial chamber is special in Sopianae because it could 
convey meaning to both a Christian and non-Christian viewer at the same time. 
However, it cannot be excluded either that the commissioners of this tomb were 
such people who could not or more probably did not want to choose a distinct and 
separate iconographic expression for their afterlife beliefs. 
Describing the situation in Wittgensteinian terminology, this burial chamber 
took part in a ‘language game’ which occurred among Christian and non-Christian 
owners and visitors. A non-verbal ‘grammar’ of imagery was working which shaped 
the meaning of the iconographic program of the chamber without strictly determin-
ing a single significance. The interpretative field of the decoration remained open. It 
had not a limiting, but rather inclusive character and function. 
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11.  Conclusion 
11.1. Summary 
The aim of the present thesis has been to reveal some shades of identity through 
the study of the Late Antique funerary monuments in Sopianae. These shades un-
folded via the iconographic analyses of the wall paintings of a number of burial 
chambers. Although the funerary context determines the framework of interpreta-
tion (thus early Christian artefacts predominantly belong to this particular context), 
the images present a great amount of the religious, social and cultural identities of 
the grave owners. The people who had commissioned these cemetery buildings and 
their decorations expressed their own identities through these monuments by vari-
ous means.  
The iconographic compositions were used to mediate the message about the 
commissioners’ identities in such a way that was certainly recognizable and under-
standable in the contemporaneous environment. The biblical scenes, the figures 
from the gospels and other well-known iconographic elements of funerary contexts, 
such as birds, floral and other decorative motifs, were suitable tools to represent 
the intended religious contents in the context of the cemetery the way they were 
present in their lives. They served as ‘words’ and ‘sentences’ in a ‘language game’ 
that was naturally ‘spoken’ in Late Antiquity and the people in Sopianae understood 
and used it in the same way as in any other part of the Roman Empire. 
The various analyses of this study have revealed that the peculiarity of the 
Sopianae wall paintings is that they were not peculiar. They show the same charac-
teristics as other similar artefacts from Rome or other parts of the Roman Empire 
from the period. They seem to form one single ‘family’. However, it is also undeni-
able, that there are different levels of resemblance in this ‘family’. The closest 
‘iconographic relatives’ and obvious parallels of certain elements or compositions 
have been demonstrated at various stages of this study. This complex matrix of 
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connections represents the dynamism and organic character of Late Roman society. 
Those ancient people of Sopianae whose cemetery has been studied on these pages 
added their own shades of identity to the great palette of Late Antiquity. 
11.2. Further Perspectives 
One of the main difficulties faced during the studies of Pannonia was methodologi-
cal. There are historical and social factors that are peculiar to the research of Pan-
nonia, some of which characterize the studies of early Christian monuments from 
Roman Pannonia in particular.  
There are several modern countries that share or used to share the territory 
of ancient Pannonia, such as Austria, Slovakia, Hungary and Yugoslavia. This diverse 
situation has been further complicated since the disintegration of the former Yugo-
slavia, when the group of countries possessing the remains of the Pannonian past 
was expanded to include Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia. And if 
the whole Balkans is regarded as a single region sharing a similar historical, cultural 
and religious heritage from Late Antiquity, the number of the modern countries is 
multiplied. These countries have various attitudes to the Roman period of their his-
tory and as a consequence, to the material monuments of the era. The financial 
sources, the institutional structure and background, the academic traditions and 
attitudes are also quite different in the abovementioned countries. Therefore, the 
effectiveness of conservation, exhibition and research of Late Antique and early 
Christian artefacts from Pannonia has varied considerably.  
In Rome, the cataloguing and publication of early Christian artefacts has 
been done at a high academic level for a significant time thanks to the Pontifical 
Commission of Sacred Archaeology and the numerous researchers from around the 
world, and the results are easily accessible. In contrast, the process of this work in 
the case of Pannonia happened at a slower pace and the outcome can be summa-
rized with only much greater efforts because of the aforementioned fragmentation 
of states and the linguistic obstacles in the region. Most of the publications are in 
the various languages of the researchers, which makes the exchange of ideas 
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among scholars more difficult and the Western academia are excluded from the 
discussion in many cases. 
This exclusive character of the region was further amplified by the history of 
the second half of the twentieth century. After the Second World War, this region 
of Europe was ruled by the Soviets and largely secluded from other parts of the 
world. The Christian past and traditions of these countries were against the pre-
dominant official ideology, which was declared as atheist and anti-religious. This 
attitude of the states in the Eastern Block did not prompt the investigation of the 
early Christian monuments and wide publication. 
After the political changes in Eastern Europe in 1989 and the horrific wars in 
the Balkans in the 1990s, the dawn of a more suitable milieu for the research of 
early Christianity in Pannonia has arrived. There are projects building on academic 
and institutional cooperation between Pannonia-rooted countries inspired and fi-
nanced by the European Union, most of which countries became members of that 
institution in the first decade of the new millennium.  
There is significant unutilized potential in the comprehensive and compara-
tive analysis of early Christian and Late Antique artefacts from the Roman province 
of Pannonia and more widely from the whole Balkan area. The significance of the 
painted burial chambers in the Sopianae cemetery can be construed in the frame-
work of contemporaneous artistic and iconographic traditions. The impact of Ro-
man catacomb paintings and images of other media is undeniable. As Rome’s influ-
ence has been demonstrated in the research history of Sopianae in numerous cases 
from the early eighteenth century, the aim has also been to highlight and evidence 
this in this present study. Frequent reference has been made to architectural and 
iconographic parallels from the Balkans notwithstanding the reliance of these analy-
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Figure 2 Pannonia in the 2nd century AD 
 




Figure 4 Archaeological findings in the area of Roman Sopianae (K. Hudák, A Fine and Pri-




Figure 5 Funerary buildings of Sopianae’s Late Antique cemetery in the modern city centre 




2. SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber, Sopianae (Pécs) 
 
Figure 6 Reconstruction of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber (Visitor Centre, Pécs) 
 
 





Figure 8 Imre Henszelmann’s reconstruction of the ceiling and side walls of the SS Peter and 




Figure 9 Reconstruction of the western side wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
(Visitor Centre, Pécs) 
 
Figure 10 Reconstruction of the eastern side wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 









Figure 12 The entrance of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
 













Figure 16 The four medallions in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
 












Figure 20 Christogram on the northern wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
 
Figure 21 Two panels on the western side wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
 













Figure 25 Noah on the western wall of the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
 
 





Figure 27 Jonah on the eastern wall in the SS Peter and Paul Burial Chamber 
3. Burial Chamber with the Jar, Sopianae (Pécs)  
 




Figure 29 Entrance to the Burial Chamber with the Jar ont he underground level 
 
Figure 30 Panoramic view of the Burial Chamber with the Jar 
 




Figure 32 Back of the Burial Chamber with the Jar, 1 
 
 




Figure 34 Marble imitation in the Burial Chamber with the Jar 
 
 





Figure 36 Fence motif on the side wall in the Burial Chamber with the Jar 
 
 




Figure 38 The decoration of the back wall in the Burial Chamber with the Jar 
 
 




4. Other Funerary Buildings in the Sopianae cemetery  
 
Figure 40 The Early Christian Mausoleum in Sopianae 
 




Figure 42 Christogram on the back wall of the Early Christian Mausoleum in Sopianae 
 
 




Figure 44 Christogram in the double grave of 8 Apáca Street in Sopianae 
 
 




Figure 46 The layout of the first cella trichora in Sopianae 
 




Figure 48 The second cella trichora excavated in 2011 in Sopianae 
 
 




Figure 50 The Cella Septichora in Sopianae, 2 
 




Figure 52 Bronze Christogram from Sopianae 
5. Parallels (outside of Sopianae) 
 




Figure 54 A hunting scene from the Roman Villa in Centcelles (Spain) 
 
 




Figure 56 The Podgoritza Plate (The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg) 
 
 




Figure 58 Details of the perimeter of the Podgoritza Plate (P. Levi, ’The Podgoritza Cup’, 54.) 
 
Figure 59 The St Ursula bowl (British Museum, London) (D. Howells, A Catalogue of the Late 




Figure 60 Roman mausoleum in La Alberca (Spain) 
 
 








Figure 63 Axonometric reconstruction first floor and crypt of the Anastasius Mausoleum, 




Figure 64 The image of Petronilla and Veneranda in the Catacomb of Domitilla (Rome) 
 
 
Figure 65 The isometric reconstruction and the layout of the 4th-century Basilica Apostolo-




Figure 66 The Basilica Ambrosiana today (Milan) 
 
 
Figure 67 The crypt of Sant’ Abrogio basilica in Milan. Embossed silver urn, displaying the 




Figure 68 The St Gereon Church (Cologne) 
 
 








Figure 71 Wall painting of Christ, Peter, Paul and the saints of the Catacomb of Peter and 
Marcellinus in Rome 
 
Figure 72 Christ with the apostles in the Cubicle of the ’Great Apostles’ in the Catacomb of 




Figure 73 Christ and the apostles in the Crypt of the Bakers in the Catacomb of Domitilla 
 
Figure 74 Paul's figure in the Cubicle of Diogenes in the Catacomb of Domitilla 
 





Figure 76 Arsosolium with mosaic decoration in the Catacomb of Domitilla 
 




Figure 78 The Epitaph of Asellus (Vatican Museums) 
 
Figure 79 Gold glass medallion with Peter and Paul (New York) 
 




Figure 81 Types of early Christograms (L. Hurtado, The Earliest Christian Artefacts, 154.) 
 
Figure 82 The 'Tree' Sarcophagus (Vatican Museums) 
 





Figure 84 The main wall of an early Christian burial chamber in Thessaloniki 
 
 




Figure 86 The Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace from the Catacomb of Priscilla in Rome 
 
 




Figure 88 The Epitaph of Severa (Vatican Museums) 
 
 
Figure 89 The ’Dogmatic’ Sarcophagus (Vatican Museums) 
 




Figure 91 The Adoration of the Magi in the Catacomb of Marcus and Marcellianus in Rome 
 
Figure 92 The sarcophagus of Marcia Romana Celsa (Arles, France) 
 




Figure 94 The Adoration of the Magi on the Catervus sarcophagus (Tolentino Cathedral) 
 
 





Figure 96 The Case Romane on the Celian Hill in Rome 
 




Figure 98 Marble incrustration on the eastern wall of Mausoleum M (of the Iulii) in the 
Vatican Necropolis (Vatican City) 
 
Figure 99 Glass jar from Pannonia (4th century) 
